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ABSTRACT 
 
This doctorate thesis reports on a qualitative research project to investigate the English 
OHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFHVRIVHYHQ3HRSOH¶V5HSXEOLFRI&KLQD35&VWXGHQWVGXULQJQHDUO\
five years of studies at the National University of Singapore (NUS). The research 
questions for this longitudinal, multiple-case study are:  
 
1. What are some key learner characteristics of PRC students and what transitions, if 
any, do they make in their English learning journey as a result of studying in 
NUS?  
2. What pedagogical implications can I draw from the findings?  
 
For the purpose of triangulation, four instruments were used to collect data in two stages. 
,QWKHVWXGHQWV¶ILUVW\HDULQ186WKHLQVWUXPHQWVZHUHOHDUQHUGLDULHVDQGIDFH-to-face 
interviews while those used in the VWXGHQWV¶ILQDO\HDUZHUHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZVDQGDQ
autobiography. This research design facilitated the broad to narrow approach adopted for 
the study, and made possible the collection of increasingly more in-depth data. 
 
The analysis of the initial data, through coding, categorising and summarising, was 
carried out alongside the collection of the later data, similar to the grounded theory 
approach. However, this study also started with some a priori categories culled from 
OLWHUDWXUHDQGDGHFDGH¶VWHDFKLQJand research experience associated with PRC students.  
 
The findings indicate that the traditional Chinese culture of learning as well as the NUS 
/FRQWH[WKDGDQLQIOXHQFHRQWKHVHYHQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶NH\OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFV7KHVH
students underwent a variety of transitions in their beliefs, strategies, motivation, 
affective dimension, and identity, agency and investment. However, certain aspects of 
their key learner characteristics also remained stable. Based on these findings, 
pedagogical implications were drawn and limitations stated to teachers of PRC learners to 
EHWWHUHTXLSWKHPVHOYHVDQGWKHLUVWXGHQWVWRVXFFHVVIXOO\QDYLJDWHWKHODWWHU¶VWUDQVLWLRQ
from EFL to ESL/EIL contexts.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 
A Snapshot of My PhD Journey 
 
x Embarkation 
 
Facing a class of late adolescent learners, all newly arrived from the same country and 
presumably the same learning context, what should an ELT/EAP teacher know? What are 
the key common learner characteristics of this group and what transitions do they undergo 
in moving from an EFL to an ESL setting? How should the teacher leverage on these 
characteristics and transitions to support her students in their English learning journey?  
 
The above questions were very real for me when I taught an Intensive English course to 
five EDWFKHVRI3HRSOH¶V5HSXEOLFRI&KLQD35&VWudents at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS) between 1997 and 2004. I also came to appreciate the struggles and 
aspirations of these young people as learners of English who had to adapt quickly to a 
new learning context in a university in Singapore. They also had to raise their English 
proficiency during a twenty-three week intensive course before their matriculation into 
NUS, or Nanyang Technological University (NTU) in some cases, in order to cope with 
the demands of their academic work and day-to-day living. Together, the questions and 
the appreciation led to the germination of my PhD project.  
 
It is necessary at this point to provide some background to these PRC students and my 
interaction with them. Since 1992, the Ministry of Education (MOE) of Singapore has 
offered undergraduate scholarships to PRC students to study at NUS and NTU. The 
scholarship scheme was established as a result of growing diplomatic ties between 
Singapore and China in the 1990s (Lee, 2007). At NUS, pre-sessional language support 
has been provided to these learners by the Centre for English Language Communication 
(CELC), where I have been a lecturer since 1997, through an Intensive English course 
that aims to help these students reach approximately a proficiency level equivalent to 
Ordinary Level of the Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Education 
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ExaminatiRQ7KLVH[DPLQDWLRQFRPPRQO\FDOOHGWKHµ2¶OHYHOLVWDNHQDQQXDOO\E\
Singapore secondary school leavers. Essentially, the course has an ELT focus with EAP 
elements in the latter half of the programme. There are two different Intensive English 
courses, popularly known as bridging courses (hereafter BC in this thesis), for the PRC 
MOE scholars: SM2 for those who have completed Senior Middle (Year) 2 in China, and 
SM3 for those who have completed Senior Middle (Year) 3. The SM3 students have also 
passed the National College Entrance Examination in China (NCEE), popularly known as 
the Gaokao. As a matter of fact, the Intensive English course for SM3 students ceased to 
be offered in 2012, twenty years after its inception, as the two governments deemed that 
the scheme had served its purpose. It is not known yet when the SM2 Course, which 
commenced after the SM3 Course, will be discontinued. 
 
Altogether I taught the Intensive English course over a period of ten years, for both SM3 
and SM2. For three consecutive years, 1997 to 1999, I met an SM3 class once a week 
when the course was in session. I also taught a weekly class for the SM2 course for two 
consecutive years in 2002 and 2003. I later taught the SM3 course again in 2005 and 
2006. In my contact with these students, I observed certain characteristics in their beliefs 
and learning behaviour, as well as changes in these beliefs and behaviour over the 
duration of the BC. For example, many of the students initially asked for a way to 
improve their proficiency, especially their vocabulary, quickly. It was as if they equated 
proficiency with vocabulary enhancement and there was a formula to achieve that 
enhancement. However, over the duration of the course, I also noticed that some of these 
students gradually modified or abandoned some of their previous beliefs and strategies 
and adopted other methods.  
 
In 2004, about the same time that I corresponded with Professor Rebecca Hughes, then 
Director of the Centre for English Language Education (CELE) of the University of 
Nottingham, United Kingdom, about the possibility of her supervising my postgraduate 
studies, the University established its China campus, the University of Nottingham 
Ningbo, China (UNNC). This was a first ± an English medium campus of a British 
university on Chinese soil. As the UNNC enrolled its first Foundation Year (FY) 
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students, I saw certain similarities between these students and their NUS SM3 
counterparts. Both were  
x homogeneous PRC groups, of comparable age and educational background, both 
having undergone the Gaokao before joining NUS or UNNC 
x undergoing an intensive or bridging English course in a semi-immersion setting at 
the beginning of their tertiary studies and transiting from being EFL to ESL 
learners 
x making adjustments in a new environment, living away from home and having to 
learn to manage their studies as well as personal lives 
 
There were, of course, also differences in the two situations: 
x More English was used in Singapore and NUS than in China and UNNC 
x There was JUHDWHUVLPLODULW\EHWZHHQ1LQJERDQGWKHVWXGHQWV¶KRPHWRZQV 
x There were different admission criteria, and language learning experiences of the 
two groups  
 
Given my interaction with 35&VWXGHQWVLQ186DQG3URIHVVRU+XJKHV¶LQYROYHPHQW
with the CELE programme at UNNC, we decided that my proposed PhD project would 
study the PRC learners in these two ESL tertiary level settings. I then enrolled at the 
University of Nottingham, UK, with Professor Hughes as my supervisor and thus began 
my PhD project and my own learning journey. 
 
x The Original Research Design 
 
As far as Professor Hughes and I were aware, such a two-way comparison of PRC 
students had yet to be attempted. It was hoped that the results of this research project 
would contribute to knowledge with respect to helping Chinese learners in the transition 
from being EFL to ESL learners. This could be a huge transition for students going from 
learning English only in the classroom to using it beyond the classrooms in larger social 
settings, like the university and the local community. This knowledge would be especially 
helpful in the present era when increasing numbers of PRC students are seeking an 
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English medium tertiary education at home or abroad. For them to succeed in their 
majors, they need the appropriate language support. Teachers, curriculum designers and 
administrators would in turn require research findings that assist them in their roles to 
provide that language support to help the learners succeed. 
 
From interacting with the NUS PRC SM2 and SM3 students, I formed certain notions 
which informed the following hypotheses: 
 
x Chinese learners bring with them certain characteristics, due to their Chinese EFL 
background, to their new ESL learning context. 
x Some of these characteristics change over the duration of their intensive language 
course or bridging course, in varying degrees. They are learners in transition with 
many layers of meaning: geographical, socio-cultural, institutional, academic, 
linguistic, personal, etc. 
x These learners are moving from the traditional Chinese Culture of Learning 
(TCCL) as described by Cortazzi and Jin (1996) and Jin and Cortazzi, (1998) to a 
more western-based learning culture. (For other writings on TCCL, see Gu, 2003; 
Ho & Crookall, 1995; Hu, 2003; Rao & Fusheng, 2007; Wachob, 2004.) 
x The new learning situation is a semi-immersion context where the students receive 
English medium instruction but can and do communicate in Chinese with fellow 
students, teachers and the local community. 
x Their learning FRQWH[WKDVDQLQIOXHQFHRQWKHVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFHV 
x The UNNC Foundation Year students undergo a similar transition in a parallel 
semi-immersion context despite some differences. 
x Based on the findings from this project on the NUS SM3 and the UNNC 
Foundation Year learners, the two universities, NUS and UNNC, and the feeder 
PRC high schools can help future learners make the transitions from being EFL to 
ESL learners more successfully. 
 
However, it is necessary to resist the temptation to think of THE Chinese learner as a 
standard entity. As pointed out by Hu (2003), there is a wide disparity in Chinese ELT 
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between the more developed and less developed regions of China, resulting in a whole 
spectrum of Chinese learners. And China is itself in transition, politically, economically, 
socially, which has huge implications for its education policies and practices. The 
Chinese learners in NUS and UNNC must be seen as two of the many groups or 
³YDULHWLHV´of PRC learners, who have successfully gained entry to NUS and UNNC 
respectively.  
 
The original research questions (RQs) as of July 2005 were then framed as follows: 
 
1. How similar and how different are the NUS and UNNC students in their English 
learning experiences? How do their different contexts help and/or hinder their 
learning?   
2. Do the PRC learners bring any unique dimension to their English learning process 
in terms of learner attributes, learner conceptualizations and learner actions 
(Larsen-Freeman, 2001)?  
3. What are the pedagogical implications for teachers and course designers? 
 
The original samples were drawn from the 2006 cohorts of SM3 students in NUS and the 
Foundation Year students in UNNC. Prior to that, a limited pilot study was carried out 
with a small group of 2005 NUS SM3 students and a few 2005 UNNC Foundation Year 
students.  
 
With regard to the duration for data collection, I had planned to examine and compare the 
transitions of the PRC students during their first year in NUS and in UNNC. Thus, I 
chose instruments that could help capture the changes in their motivations, beliefs, 
strategies, emotions and other learner characteristics over a substantial period. A learner 
journal, or diary for short, was thought to be a suitable tool for longitudinal studies and I 
decided to adopt it as the first instrument of my project. In addition, to leverage on 
recurrent themes culled from the preliminary analysis of the diaries, individual, face-to-
face interviews were to be conducted at the end of the participantV¶ILUVW\HDULQ186RULQ
UNNC. It was hoped that the latter instrument could also act as a piece of triangulation in 
6 
 
this study. In Methodology, I will elaborate on the strengths and weaknesses of the diary 
and the interview as instruments.   
 
x Significant Milestones 
 
My journey as a researcher did not turn out to be a linear one, however. Along the way, 
some unforeseen circumstances hindered my progress but ultimately these were turned 
into helpful means to further my journey. In this section, I will record the developments 
that contributed to the change in the design and direction of my research; in my mind, 
these events formed the significant milestones to my destination. 
 
In 2007, after I had collected data via learner diaries and interviews, and had carried out a 
preliminary analysis as planned, I fell seriously ill. I had to apply for leave from my 
studies as well as to work on a part-time basis temporarily. Coincidentally, my sole 
supervisor at that time, Professor Hughes, was also taken ill in the same year. When I 
returned to full-time work and resumed my studies in 2008, there were adjustments to be 
made, including re-establishing the pace I could work on my research.  
 
Another development occurred around 2009 through my reading and reflection. I was 
moving into a more qualitative frame of mind in thinking of the study which had good 
potential given the data collected earlier.  I also realised more fully the privileged insider 
perspective I had and wanted to make my role as teacher-researcher an asset to the 
study. I found myself gravitating towards this approach as it would build on my strengths 
and interests as a teacher who had first-hand knowledge of these students over a decade. I 
had journeyed with each batch through their transition from high school in China, to 
university in Singapore. Thus, I decided to move towards a qualitative study, drawing the 
core data from those I collected from the NUS students while the data from UNNC 
students would form the support and/or contrast to their NUS counterpartV¶ 
Meanwhile, due to the medical leave period from my PhD candidature, my project had 
extended beyond the initial time frame of studying the students in the first year of their 
joining the respective universities. By then, I had been assigned a second supervisor, Dr 
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Juliet Thondhlana. After due deliberation and consultation with my supervisors, I decided 
to expand the scope of the study to the OHDUQHUV¶ entire stay in their respective universities. 
This was an important development to the research plan as the duration covered was now 
four times what was originally planned, making the project a truly longitudinal one.   
 
AQ³H[LW´ email interview with the samples from both universities was then planned for 
this second stage of data collection. As both the NUS and UNNC students had recently 
completed their undergraduate degree programmes (UDP) and most had moved out of 
campus, it would be difficult to set up face-to-face interviews. Five questions were 
forwarded via email to all the students of the original samples who participated in the 
diary research, in order to get as many responses as possible.  
 
This H[LWRUVXPPDWLYHLQWHUYLHZZRXOGJLYH³FORVXUH´WRWKHSURFHVVRIGDWDJDWKHULQJ 
DQGP\VWXG\RIWKHVWXGHQWV¶learning journey through NUS. I had probed the students' 
transitions earlier in their academic lives (through diaries and face-to-face interviews) and 
attempted now to gain more detailed and possibly richer insights with probably smaller 
numbers through the exit email interviews. I had also planned that the study would 
HYHQWXDOO\FXOPLQDWHLQD³VQDSVKRW´ RIRQHRUWZRVWXGHQWV¶ reflections on their English 
learning journeys. This longitudinal perspective, wide to narrow, more generic to 
detailed, and group to individual would, I believed, be a defining characteristic of the 
thesis and give it much of its depth and originality.   
 
However, I had to make another transition when only seven of the original NUS sample 
responded to the email interview despite two rounds of email sent to invite participation 
from both the NUS and the UNNC samples. It was probable that most of the diarists were 
adjusting to new schedules and lifestyles after graduation and hence did not respond to 
the invitations. My dilemma DWWKDWSRLQWZDVZKHWKHUWR³]RRP´LQRQa complete set of 
data from a smaller number of focal participants (Duff, 2008, pp. 121-2) or to continue 
with the ³incomplete´ data from a larger sample. Reading and rereading the seven email 
replies, I reflected that focusing on these seven respondents would probably yield more 
substantial findings. It would also do greater justice to the richness of the whole set of 
8 
 
data contributed by each individual. Thus, I decided to make the significant change to 
examine in depth the data from the seven learners as a multiple-case study. I was also 
encouraged by 1RUWRQ¶Vstudy of five focal participants following a multi-stage 
and multi-method selection strategy. Though constituting a very small sample, her case 
studies provided a very meaningful representation of migrant, women learners of English 
in Canadian society. The issues surrounding case studies in qualitative research will be 
discussed further in Chapter 3: Methodology.  
 
There was one more step to the data collection: in order to complete the broad to narrow 
focus, I needed to identify at least one of the seven focal participants to write an 
autobiographical account of his learning journey. The task was expedited when one 
learner took pains to reply to my follow-up questions on his responses to the email 
interview. Moreover, he voluntarily wrote a third time to further explain and substantiate 
his responses. Because of the richness of his data and the enthusiasm he showed, he 
became my natural choice. I moved TXLFNO\LQDQ³RSSRUWXQLVWLF´GHFLVLRQDQGinvited 
him to write the account. He accepted the invitation and emailed the narrative within a 
few days. During the BC, this student was mostly quiet and diligent but did not stand out. 
However, from his email messages following the exit interview, I saw that he had made 
significant progress and expressed himself much better in writing than before.  
 
I started this section by noting the non-linear nature of my study to document the learning 
journeys of the PRC learners. I went on to describe how my original plan was modified to 
work around unforeseen developments. In fact, at one point in 2007, having to balance 
work, studies, family and also health proved almost too daunting. However, the 
encouragement I received that this was a worthwhile project helped me to persevere. 
Then, the challenges of attrition and the limitations of the eventual small sample 
presented themselves. Happily, being able to envision the potential of building the project 
as a longitudinal multiple-case study has led to a more concentrated focus and a clearer 
portrait of the PRC learners. The unexpected turn of events has ultimately worked to the 
advantage of my inquiry.  
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x Research Questions 
 
Having negotiated the issues of health problems, attrition, change in focus and research 
design, all part of the complexities of real world, qualitative research, I turned to the task 
of refining the research questions in order to gain the most from the data that the seven 
NUS students had provided. The change would offer an opportunity to maximise the 
research questions to reflect the heart of the project: a study of PRC learners in terms of 
their learner characteristics as well as the transitions they make in the course of their 
sojourn in NUS. Moreover, how would the insights from my study inform my pedagogy 
so that I can better help these learners transit from an EFL to an ESL context? In essence, 
I was asking the same questions I had asked with each new BC, the questions I recorded 
at the beginning of this Introduction.  
 
Thus, to capture the objectives of my quest, the research questions (RQs) of the present 
study were reworked as follows:  
 
1. What are some key learner characteristics of PRC students and what 
transitions, if any, do they make in their English learning as a result of 
studying in NUS? 
 
2. What pedagogical implications can I draw from the findings? 
 
%\³WUDQVLWLRQV´LQ54, I refer to the changes in competence and confidence that the 
students experienced in their English learning, as well as those in their learner attributes, 
learner conceptualisations and learner actions as described by Larsen-Freeman (2001). In 
particular, I focused on five of the latter: beliefs; strategies; motivation; affective 
dimension; and identity, agency and investment. The choice of these categories was based 
on my teaching experience, past research and review of literature.  
 
Before proceeding further, we may first reflect on the significance of studying the PRC 
OHDUQHUV¶FKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGWKHLUWUDQVLWLRQVLQDQHZOHDUQLQJFRQWH[WDJDLQVWWKHEURDGHU
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concerns of Second Language Acquisition (SLA). According to Larsen-Freeman (2001), 
³WKHOHDUQHUZDVQRWPHUHO\DSDVVLYHUHFLSLHQWRIFXVWRPL]HGQDWLYHVSHDNHULQSXW´S
12). Instead, the learner has important contributions to make which relate to their 
attributes (age, aptitude, personality, learning disabilities, social identities), 
conceptualizations (motivation, attitude, cognitive style, beliefs) and actions (learning 
strategies). Chamot  (2001), writing on learning strategies, also calls for more descriptive 
UHVHDUFKRQVWXGHQWVIURPGLIIHUHQWOLQJXLVWLFDQGFXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQGVDV³DGGLWLonal 
information is needed about the actual relationship between learning strategies and 
FXOWXUDOEHOLHIVDQGYDOXHV´S7KHFRQWH[WVLQZKLFKWKHOHDUQHUVDUHVLWXDWHG
including information on language learning strategy training and extra-curricular 
activities are also important areas for investigation as pointed out by Breen: ³«YDULDWLRQ
will also have to be explained with reference to the context in which the learning occurred 
so that the input, process, and outcomes are seen as extensions of how the learners 
YDULRXVO\GHILQHGWKDWFRQWH[WDQGDFWHGLQLW´FLWHGLQ/DUVHQ-Freeman, 2001, p. 
24). 7KHUHLVDSSDUHQWO\DSODFHIRU³PRUHKROLVWLF´UHVHDUFKSRQERWKOHDUQHU
contributions and contextual influence in SLA. 
 
This present project, LQLWVHIIRUWVWRVWXG\WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHUV¶FKDUDFWHULVWLFVLQFOXGLQJ
their motivations, beliefs, strategies, affective dimension and identities, and their 
transitions in a new L2 learning context, would be a worthwhile one. It seeks to examine 
WKH³&Kinese learner FKDUDFWHULVWLFV´WKDWKDYHEHHQdescribed by researchers in this field 
and compare them to the findings based on the participants in the current study. Such an 
investigation may serve to confirm the conclusions of the earlier studies or shed new light 
RQ³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´DQG³WKH&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ´. 
 
A Decade of Journeying with PRC Learners 
 
At the very beginning of my narrative, I looked back on my appreciation of the PRC 
students as learners of English. This growing interest helped towards my decision to 
make these learners the subject of my PhD research. From 1997 to 2006 (inclusive), I 
taught seven groups of PRC students: five SM3 and two SM2. It was indeed a decade of 
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journeying with these students, not only when each BC was in session, but for long 
afterwards. The rapport built over nearly six months with each group led to first, a good 
teacher-student relationship, and later to warm friendships. Up to the time of this writing, 
some students from each batch have kept in touch through cards as well as telephone, 
email, text and/or Facebook messages. Some have dropped in at my office. In fact, the 
ODWHVW³UHXQLRQ´I had with my former PRC students was lunch with XJ who returned to 
Singapore on a four-month internship with a French multi-national company for her 
MBA programme at HEC, Paris (see Appendix A: Former PRC Students).  
 
What is significant about the close relationship I have enjoyed with these PRC students 
for my PhD project? I suggest the following. First of all, it underscores my long standing, 
first-hand, privileged insider knowledge of these learners as a teacher and researcher over 
a decade. Secondly, WKHVWXGHQWV¶WUXVWLQPHDVWKHLUWHDFKHUDOORZHGWKH participants in 
my studies to be open and candid in their diary entries and interview responses. Thirdly, 
having seen the successful journeys of the forerunners from the earlier batches, I aspire to 
tell their story through my current study and to help future batches to succeed in their 
transitions. 
 
To give the reader some insights into the learning journeys of the succeeding batches of 
SM3 and SM2 students I have taught, in 2010 I invited some of the pre-2006 batches to 
write a short piece. Six of them responded either through email or Facebook messages. I 
requested that they recall some highlights about the changes/transitions in their English 
learning from the time they came to Singapore, during their BC and up till their UDP. I 
also expressed interest in knowing what they were doing with English in their 
professional life and what they saw as the place/role of English in their future. These six 
narratives are in Appendix A IRUWKHUHDGHU¶VUHIHUHQFH 
 
During this decade of journeying with the PRC students, I had the opportunity to 
investigate various aspects of their English learning. Cumulatively, these investigations 
built up my knowledge RIWKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGWKHWUDQVLWLRQV
they experienced, and eventually led me to undertake the current research project. In the 
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rest of this section, I will describe some of my previous research and how they have 
contributed to the present study. 
 
My first effort to study and to help these young learners was to encourage them to be 
more conscious about their own learning. In a joint study, a CELC colleague and I 
experimented with the learner diary as an instrument to raise the metacognitive awareness 
of our two groups of 1998 SM3 students (about 40 in total). It was found that indeed the 
diary was a useful tool to help the learners reflect on their learning journey, and to 
develop and evaluate knowledge relating to their own person, strategies and tasks. The 
diary entries provided insights on how the students evaluated their strengths and 
weaknesses, made plans for further learning, chose strategies, and negotiated task 
demands. This study was presented in a joint paper at AILA 1999 and later published as a 
book chapter, ³/HDUQHUGLDULHVDVDWRROWRKHLJKWHQ&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶PHWDFRJQLWLYH
DZDUHQHVVRI(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ´ (Young & Fong, 2003). A replication of this study with 
the next batch of SM3 students (presented at AILA 2002) confirmed the SUHYLRXVVWXG\¶V
findings. From these two early studies, I learnt the usefulness of the diary as an 
instrument for longitudinal inquiry DQGIRUUDLVLQJVWXGHQWV¶FRQVFLRXVQHVVWRZDUGVWKHLU
own learning. 
 
To obtain a general profile of the SM3 students¶DWWLWXGHVDQGDFWLRns in managing their 
learning, I conducted a questionnaire survey on 151 students enrolled in the 2005 batch. 
The analysis of the results indicated that, after being in the course for nearly five months, 
the students were generally confident about learning English well and about speaking 
English in public. They believed in effort for achievement and self-monitoring for 
improvement. They were also inclined towards self-directed, independent learning, 
especially with experimentation in out-of-class situations. However, the results also 
showed a lack of confidence in their own language learning aptitude and in specific 
knowledge on learning strategies. There was little inclination of being actively involved 
in the evaluation and direction of their formal in-class learning, such as its objectives, 
activities, pace and assessments. With regards to strategies for language learning, I 
inferred that these students preferred the use of social and affective learning strategies. 
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Overall, the study points to the need for pedagogical intervention to help PRC ESL 
learners build on their confidence and their belief in self-effort on the one hand, and to 
enhance their knowledge of strategies and their in-class responsibility on the other. This 
study, published as ³Through a looking glass: A profile of SM3 students enrolled in an 
intensive English course´ (Fong, 2006a), added to my understanding RIWKH35&OHDUQHUV¶
attitudes and actions along their learning and contributed to my reflections on their 
learner characteristics and transitions. 
 
Following the quantitative study on the whole 2005 batch mentioned above, I conducted a 
qualitative study using a summative or exit diary entry on a smaller number of the same 
cohort towards the end of the course. Seventeen of the small group of SM3 students I 
taught for that session responded to my invitation to reflect on their English language 
learning experience. The analysis of the data, which comprised responses to any of a set 
of ten prompts, was carried out with reference to the OHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQEHOLHIV
attitudes, strategies and affective factors. The data indicated WKDWWKHVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQ 
was mainly instrumental and they had certain clear beliefs about language learning. They 
also evaluated their progress and some language learning strategy use was mentioned 
though few of the students reported using strategies deliberately. It was apparent that the 
learners would benefit from more strategy training. Affective factors were shown to have 
a strong impact on WKHVWXGHQWV¶ experience, with a range of positive and negative 
emotions associated with learning English. Two other factors that repeatedly surfaced 
were the importance of social support and the emphasis on effort. The students stressed 
their bonding with their group members, being far away from family and friends. They 
also reiterated the importance of effort on their part to succeed in their learning. 
Generally, the students of this group preferred the teaching and learning methods for 
English in the BC to those in their high school in China; they thought that the intensive 
(QJOLVKFRXUVHZDVKHOSIXORQWKHZKROH7KHWHDFKHU¶VUROHUHPDLQHGDQLPSRUWDQW one 
for these students, as also documented in the literature on the Chinese culture of learning. 
The methodology, skills and personality of the teacher all had an impact on the learning 
outcomes of these students. 
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The above study yielded interesting and useful insights for me as a teacher to the PRC 
learners. For interested readers, a journal article based on this study, ³µ'RQ¶WZRUU\DORW
GHDU¶5HIOHFWLRQVRI35&(6/OHDUQHUVRQWKHLU(QJOLVKODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFH´ 
can be found in Reflections on English Language Teaching, 5(2), (Fong, 2006b). Very 
importantly for me as a researcher, this qualitative study prefigured the learner 
characteristics and transitions I should focus on in my PhD research. The limitation of the 
diary also became apparent, however, as I could not probe issues surfaced by the analysis 
of the data. This led me later to reflect on using interviews for triangulation. In fact, for 
the instruments of my current study, I did use the diary and the interview (face-to-face as 
well as the email). I also used an autobiography. My rationale for using these instruments 
will be described more fully in Methodology. 
 
Between 2005 and 2006, as part of my original research plan, I visited the University of 
Nottingham campus at Ningbo, China (UNNC) three times to get acquainted with the 
Foundation Year (FY) students and to collect data from them. The first visit saw a 
tentative, pilot effort to conduct an informal interview with a small number of 2005 FY 
students in order to get a general feel of their English learning experience. I then 
compared the data obtained from these students with those from the summative diary 
study of their NUS 2005 SM3 counterparts. Both the diary and the interview were carried 
out using the same set of ten prompts. The findings show many similarities but also 
differences between the two groups in terms of motivation, perceptions, self-monitoring, 
strategy use, as well as affective and social factors. Instrumental motivation was strong 
for both groups but the UNNC students also expressed some degree of integrative 
motivation. In terms of their perception of their language aptitude, the NUS students 
seemed less confident than their UNNC counterparts. Both groups, however, evaluated 
and monitored their own progress in the various language skills. Generally, they preferred 
the teaching and learning methods for English at university than in their high school and 
WKRXJKWWKDWWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHFRXUVHV%&DQG)<ZHUHKHOSIXO7KHWHDFKHU¶VUROH
remained an important one for both groups; they commented quite extensively on the 
approach, professionalism and personality of their teachers. However, there were also 
signs that the students were moving away from dependence on the teacher towards 
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greater independence for their own learning. Language learning strategies were 
mentioned by both samples though few of the NUS students mentioned deliberate use. 
Both groups expressed a variety of feelings associated with learning English. However, 
the NUS group seemed to have experienced a wider range between positive and negative 
emotions while the UNNC group was mainly positive in the affective dimension. Written 
XSDV³$WDOHRIWZRFLWLHV$FRPSDUDWLYHVWXG\RIWZRJURXSVRI35&(6/OHDUQHUV´
the study was presented at The Second CELC Symposium, The English Language 
Teaching and Learning Landscape: Continuity, Innovation and Diversity (Fong, 2007). 
For this very limited comparison, it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions on the 
similarities and differences between the NUS and UNNC students; moreover, this early 
experiment was, as mentioned, intended as a guide for future data collection. 
 
The actual data collection for the PhD research project took place as planned in 2006.The 
diary and face-to-face interviews were carried out in both NUS and UNNC. Together, 
they are referred to as Stage 1 of data collection for the current research project (see 
Table 2.4 in Methodology). The original research questions (as of July 2005) aimed to 
compare the learning experiences of these two groups of PRC learners as a result of 
undergoing their respective BC at NUS and UNNC. It was also hoped that pedagogical 
implications could be drawn from the findings. A preliminary analysis of the learner 
diaries and interviews suggested that there were certain similarities and also differences 
between the motivations, beliefs, strategies, affective factors and other aspects with 
regard to the two groups. There were also indications that the two learning/teaching 
contexts exerted a degree of influence on the transitions. The findings were presented as a 
conferHQFHSDSHU³/HDUQHUVLQ7UDQVLWLRQ&KLQHVHVWXGHQWVHQUROOHGLQ(QJOLVKODQJXDJH
EULGJLQJFRXUVHV´DW Shantou University, China, in 2010. 
 
In summary, through the above investigations of what initially seemed to be intuition and 
later supported by my teaching experience, it became increasingly apparent to me that I 
should focus on certain learner characteristics for my PhD project. Moreover, as I grew in 
my familiarity with the literature on Chinese students (see Literature Review), I received 
greater affirmation that I was on the right path. Thus, there were certain a priori 
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categories or themes that I wove into the prompts of the diaries and interviews for my 
inquiry. These were motivation, beliefs, strategies, affective factors, identity, culture and 
context. However, I was open to the possibility of other themes surfacing from the data 
analysis. In addition, the above studies and gleanings from literature on methodology also 
confirmed for me the instruments I would use. Finally, looking back on all these studies, I 
realised that I had favoured the qualitative approach which was also the path I eventually 
chose for my current research. It was apt that my decade of journeying with Chinese 
learners had prepared me for undertaking this study.  
 
My Own Journey as Learner, Teacher and Researcher 
 
For this closing section of Introduction, I reflected that it would be fitting to travel further 
back in time to my own journey as an English learner, teacher and researcher. With 
hindsight, I believe that this first MRXUQH\¶V struggles and transitions were the genesis of 
my PhD journey. Without my own L2 learning experiences, I would probably not have 
arrived at the point where I would undertake this project to study my Chinese students. 
However, I am not so much writing about myself as accounting for some possible reasons 
I ³connect´ with the PRC learners. This account will, I believe, lend greater credibility to 
my insider perspective of this group of learners. As argued by Vandrick, though we 
expect academics to ³preserve the myths of objectivity and the impartiality of 
scholarship´ (Hesford, 1997 as cited in Vandrick, 2002, p. 412) writing 
autobiographically may offer another route for them to create knowledge. A WHDFKHU¶V
family or individual history can impact his or her teaching. 
 
,WLVQHFHVVDU\WREHJLQZLWKP\IDPLO\¶VPLJUDWLRQIURP&KLQDWR6LQJDSRUHIRU, without 
that move, my life would have been totally different. My grandparents on both sides of 
the family, newly married, arrived in Singapore around 1925 from the same region of 
Taishan, China. From the stories told by my paternal grandmother, great aunts, and 
parents, I pieced together a picture of my forebears. They were like the SM3 students in 
one way: they came to Singapore in the hope of making a better life for themselves and 
their families. However, unlike the SM3 scholars, they did not come with the cultural 
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capital of a good high school education. In fact, hailing from peasant communities, they 
had very little formal education, if at all, and going to university was clearly an 
unthought-of luxury. My maternal grandfather apprenticed as a tailor after arriving in 
Singapore and eventually started his own business, considered a notable achievement for 
a migrant, and managed to pass it on to his oldest surviving son. On the other hand, my 
paternal grandfatherDFFRUGLQJWRP\ODWHIDWKHU¶VPHPRLUV, started out as a tailor but 
became a tinker of sorts, repairing irons for tailors till the Japanese Occupation of World 
War II cut short his life. Both sets of grandparents had large families, though only a 
relatively few survived to adulthood: my father grew up with three siblings and my 
mother five. In summary, I was myself descended from Chinese migrants who transited to 
life in Singapore which they eventually called home. 
 
Despite their poverty, my grandparents tried to provide for their sons¶HGXFDWLRQ. In that 
colonial era, my father and uncles enrolled in schools set up by foreign missionary 
societies or Chinese clan associations. Somehow, my father managed to attend both 
English and Chinese schools in one day. There was no spare money to educate daughters, 
however. They would be married soon enough to raise families anyway and what good 
would formal schooling be to them? That was the prevailing attitude among the working 
³FODVV´ Thus, my mother never went to school but taught herself to read and write 
&KLQHVHE\UHDGLQJKHUEURWKHUV¶VFKRROERRNVWKHQHZVSDSHUVDQGDQ\WKLQJHOVH
available. Her younger sister was privileged enough to attend night school in late 
adolescence. However, both my parents valued education and literacy highly and that had 
made all the difference for me and my siblings. They ensured that their six children 
received all the education they could get. Thus, when the data of my study surfaced the 
significant role of the IRFDOSDUWLFLSDQWV¶parents in their English learning journey, I was 
not surprised.  
 
My father¶VLQIOXHQFHRYHUKRZ,GHYHORSHGLQWHOOHFWXDOO\DQGOLQJXLVWLFDOO\ZDV
immense. He wrote in his memoirs (in English) that he had at most four years of 
schooling. It was disrupted by World War II when the Japanese army occupied Singapore 
from 1942 to 1945 DIWHUWKH%ULWLVKIRUFHVVXUUHQGHUHGWKHFRORQ\$IWHU-DSDQ¶V
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surrender, he tried to continue his education but had to leave school again to help support 
the family as the eldest son since his father had died in the war. Yet, my father never gave 
up learning. As a pre-school child, I often saw him reading both Chinese and English 
books and newspapers. He even bought the Life magazine (which was glossy and 
presumably expensive) and I remember poring over the photographs of the Vietnam War, 
the Beatles and world dignitaries, even when I could not read the English text. When my 
two younger sisters and I were in primary school, my father would take us on many 
6DWXUGD\VWRWKH1DWLRQDO/LEUDU\LQWRZQRQKLVZD\WRZRUNDQG³FROOHFW´XVDIWHUZRUN
in the afternoon. We thus developed the habit of and the love for reading, especially for 
me. And because my father was bilingual in English and Mandarin (besides speaking a 
number of Chinese ³dialects´DFWXDOO\ODQJXDJHVOLQJXLVWLFDOO\VSHDNLQJ Malay and 
some Japanese), it seemed only natural to me that I should pick up and read books and 
magazines in English and in Chinese. In addition, he made it clear that he expected his 
children to do well academically. He demanded to see our completed homework, read 
with us, and prescribed extra assignments and coached us when necessary. He believed in 
effort, his and ours, much like what my PRC students reflected in the data. I did not think 
of all this effort as special until one day in primary school when my Chinese teacher 
asked me questions to learn what my parents did to help me excel in the language. I was 
struck that she expressed some admiration for P\IDWKHU¶VHIIRUWV 
 
My mother, on the other hand, was instrumental in laying the foundation for my career as 
DQ(QJOLVKWHDFKHU:KHQWKHWLPHFDPHWRGHFLGHZKLFK³VWUHDP´RIprimary school I 
was to be enrolled in, my mother argued the case for an English medium school. My 
father had a somewhat sentimental zeal for his ancestral homeland and preferred the 
&KLQHVH³VWUHDP´ Pragmatism prevailed in the end. I often marvel at P\PRWKHU¶V 
foresight to discern which language would provide me with greater future opportunities. 
English has indeed become increasingly important in Singapore and in the world with far 
reaching implications. One of these is the growing influx of international students seeking 
an English medium education in Singapore, including those from China. Thus, her vision 
of an imaginary community for me helped set in motion the journey I have taken to this 
very place: a teacher of English carrying out research on a group of PRC learners. 
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My parents definitely gave me (and my siblings) a head start to life through formal 
education and informal inculcation of values. How did these advantages help my English 
learning? Initially, my language situation did not look promising. I loved reading in both 
Chinese and English but speaking was another matter. My family spoke mainly the 
Singapore variety of Cantonese at home because my paternal grandmother had always 
lived with us. She could only speak the Taishan dialect of Cantonese, which I could 
follow but could not speak fluently. The language situation was very similar when we 
visited P\PRWKHU¶VH[WHQGHGIDPLO\The language of the playground, on the other hand, 
was Hokkien (originating from the province of Fujian, with its own dialects), the 
language of the largest Chinese group in Singapore; I had to pick up a working 
knowledge or risk having no playmates. Two new languages, English and Mandarin, 
became more familiar to me after television was introduced to Singapore in 1963. 
Mandarin became fairly comfortable as we watched more of such television programmes 
than English ones. My parents took us occasionally to Mandarin movies, and only rarely 
to English ones3HRSOHLQRXUIDPLO\¶s social circle spoke more Cantonese and Mandarin 
than English though my father used English with his German supervisor at work as well 
as with some colleagues and friends. Thus, I was in effect an L2 learner of English, as 
well as of Mandarin, with a surer footing in the latter.  
 
My language situation changed slightly when I entered kindergarten and then an English 
medium primary school. In these new contexts, I had to learn English in earnest as all 
subjects except Second Language (Mandarin in my case) were taught in English. 
However, I spoke little English till midway through primary school. I was by nature shy 
and probably fearful of making mistakes so I hardly spoke in English outside of what was 
required in school. This early experience could be the root of my empathy with the PRC 
learners who were too shy to speak English initially. Thus, in a curious configuration of 
language development, English was officially my first school language but it was really 
my L2 (together with Mandarin learnt at the same time) after Cantonese. It was only after 
,KDGXQGHUVWRRGDQG³DFTXLUHG´more English and grew in confidence that I started to 
speak it more often. On hindsight, I had a similar English as L2 learning experience as 
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VRPHRIP\35&VWXGHQWVZKRZHQWWKURXJKD³VLOHQWSHULRG´DWWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKH BC. 
After that critical transition, probably in Primary Four, my English learning accelerated. I 
also began to perform better overall and was among the top students for the final 
examination of my cohort that year. As for writing, I feel that my constant reading 
contributed to my generally above average English compositions. The grammar and 
vocabulary seemed to come naturally to me. For ideas and content, there was cross-
fertilisation with Chinese as I recall mentally translating terms and names. For my 
proficiency in Chinese, I represented my school in an essay competition. As for English, 
though it still trailed Chinese, by the time I sat the Primary Six Leaving Examination, I 
had no worries about passing the papers set in English. However, overall, English was 
still L2 to me in terms of competence and confidence. 
 
The transition to secondary school and later to pre-university education saw my English 
catch up with Chinese slowly but steadily over the six years. When I meet classmates 
from that era later in our lives, they always recall that I was one of the rare bilingual 
students of our schooldays. Some of my essays written for our Chinese and English 
language classes were either read out to my classmates by the teachers or pinned on the 
class noticeboard. At different times, I was selected as a representative for the inter-class 
English debate and story-telling competition. In terms of examination results, I was 
among the top students for Chinese. A new element was the introduction to literature, in 
both English Literature and Chinese Language classes. I was enthralled by the beauty and 
richness of both languages; literature became my first love. By the time I sat for the 
Singapore-&DPEULGJH*&(µ2¶/HYHO([DPLQDWLRQP\(QJOLVKZDs almost on par with 
my Chinese. However, the balance was tipped during pre-university classes. By this stage 
in my English stream education, Chinese was given less time in the curriculum with only 
one optional class per week. I opted for it and tried to keep up with my proficiency. 
Looking back, I see motivation, agency and investment in that action. <HWLQWKHµ$¶
Level Examination, I did not do as well in Chinese language as I did for the English 
General PaperDUHYHUVDORIP\µ2¶/HYHOUHVXOWV. Over time, my two school languages 
neared a state of equilibrium, when I had started with a much stronger grasp of and 
affinity for Chinese. I was also becoming increasingly comfortable and competent with 
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English. It had become more than an L2 though not yet the de facto language of choice in 
my communication and interaction with others. The learning context of a heavily English 
curriculum definitely had an impact on my English proficiency. 
 
Besides following the school curricula, what other factors could have accounted for the 
growth of my English proficiency between Primary One and Pre-university Two? Several 
salient factors in the early part of my English learning journey stand out in my mind. 
However, both my school languages seemed to have developed as twin tracks so I must 
describe them as interwoven in the paragraphs below. 
 
The first factor that could have contributed to my growth as a language learner was the 
encouragement of my teachers and my warm relationships with them. Looking at Chinese 
first, I had the same Chinese teacher, Mrs T, for all my primary school years and the 
unbroken teacher-student relationship and tutelage was probably very important for my 
firm foundation in Chinese. In secondary school, Mr H often cited lines from Chinese 
poetry and excerpts from short stories during his Chinese Language class. Parallel to this 
mentorship and rich language input for Chinese was the positive language learning 
experiences under several English language teachers who also had considerable impact on 
my growing motivation and proficiency in English. In Primary Four, Miss G was kind 
and gentle and made learning pleasant in her class. Miss C, in Primary Five, was well-
read, brilliant, temperamental but often funny. I always waited for her class to hear the 
³VWRU\RIWKHGD\´DQGZDVWKXVLQLWLDWHGLQWRWKHZRUOGRIWKHFODVVLFVIn secondary 
school, Miss T recommended that I be entered as one of the class representatives for the 
English debate and the English story-telling competition. She and other teachers either 
read out my essays DORQJZLWKP\FODVVPDWHV¶ during class or asked me to copy them 
for the class noticeboard; these forms of recognition fueled my motivation to do even 
better. Moreover, I almost always enjoyed a good student-teacher relationship with these 
teachers, and somehow felt that they looked upon me favourably even though I was a 
quiet student. Thus, I discern a parallel here with my PRC students. We are to see that 
WKH\ZHUHPRWLYDWHGE\WHDFKHUV¶SUDLVHDQGHQFRXUDJHPHQW 
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The second factor was the class library in both my primary and secondary schools which 
was usually just a modest cupboard with shelves of books in English (as mine were 
English medium schools). Students could browse through the books (when the teacher 
was away for some reason) or borrow them for reading at home. What was important was 
that, from my upper primary school years onwards, I could often be found at the class 
library. The subject of learning strategies was never mentioned in those days but students 
were always encouraged to read. Hence, by inclination and with encouragement, I read 
avidly. It was thus, I believe, that the language gradually imprinted itself on the malleable 
clay of my young mind. Again, I can compare this to some PRC learners who said that 
they read voraciously to the point that they would naturally think in English.  
 
The third factor was family related. On the one hand, there was always, even if only in 
the background, P\SDUHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQWKDWWKHLUFKLOGUHQZRUNed hard and excelled 
academically. As ³JRRG´FKLOGUHQLQDWUDGLWLRQDO, ethnic Chinese (that is, Confucian 
heritage) family, there was no question about disappointing our parents, especially when 
they had themselves set the example of effort and modest achievement. It was simply an 
obligation to be fulfilled. 2QWKHRWKHUP\PRWKHU¶VFKLOGEHDULQJFRQILJXUDWLRQRIILYH
daughters and only one son also made me determined to do well academically as a matter 
of honour. During my childhood and adolescence, when the traditional preference for 
sons was still very strong, my mother¶V succession of four daughters, before producing a 
son, was considered undesirable and the subject of ³XQSOHDVDQWU\´among P\IDWKHU¶V
extended family. Subconsciously, as I grew up, I must have tried to prove that girls were 
as good as boys; and perhaps one possible arena was academic performance. I tried to 
outperform all my boy cousins especially those from the family who were loudest in their 
taunts. Personally, I also received some ridicule for being unable to speak English 
fluently in my lower primary school days. Thus, it gave me immense satisfaction to catch 
up with them in my English. It appears that the affective dimension due to my family 
background also contributed to my growing English proficiency. Intuitively, I included 
this factor in my studies of the PRC learners from the earliest efforts. 
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Did the equilibrium between English and Chinese change after I proceeded to tertiary 
education at the University of Singapore (a predecessor of the National University of 
Singapore)? Prior to my admission, I had weighed my interests and possible career 
openings, including the teaching service, to decide on my choice of majors. I realised 
that, as an English medium school student, I was not qualified to pursue an undergraduate 
degree programme (UDP) in Chinese language and literature. Instead, it was more 
sensible to take up English language and literature, especially when the language would 
open more doors as it was in ascendancy both nationally and internationally. That 
decision meant that I was in contact with English much more than with Chinese though I 
strived to keep my ideal bilingual self-identity alive by taking two Chinese Studies minor 
courses during my UDP. The English literature and linguistics courses that formed my 
major not only demanded more frequent use of English but also more abstract 
apprehension and manipulation of the language. Besides the lecture theatre and tutorial 
class, I almost always used English in interaction with coursemates and friends. At home 
too, I realised that there was a fair amount of code-switching between Cantonese and 
English, and code-mixing as well, among my father, my siblings and myself, depending 
on the topic of conversation. For example, we used mainly Cantonese in talking about 
family life and perhaps mainly English about school life, the world or the news. I cannot 
remember when I started to think in English but I probably thought in English most of the 
time during this period when I operated so much academically and socially in the 
language. Thus, imperceptibly, English had become the dominant language in my life; 
finally, my first language in school had become my first language. The equilibrium had 
tipped; an important transition had taken place. 
 
This dominance in English continued into the subsequent phases of my professional, 
academic and inner life: teacher-in-training, secondary school English language and 
literature teacher, postgraduate student, English language lecturer and researcher. It was 
during my initial working life that I began to jot down poems that grew out of particularly 
poignant moments. This development signals to me, in retrospect, that I not only thought 
EXWDOVR³IHOW´LQ(QJOLVKAs an example of my affective expressions in English, I include 
in Appendix B a poem written about 1987 or 1988 which recorded the ambivalence and 
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tension I felt about the two languages and cultures in my life. This transition from reading 
to writing poetry in English marked another milestone in my own learning journey: 
English was not just the language of my mind but the language of my heart as well. 
Therefore, when I came across +RIIPDQ¶VFKURQLFOH of her English learning 
journey, I could identify with her experience³:KHQ,WDONWRP\VHOIQRZ,WDONLQ
(QJOLVK(QJOLVKLVWKHODQJXDJHLQZKLFK,¶YHEHFRPHDQDGXOW«ZKHQ,DPDORQH«WKH
LQWHUQDOGLDORJXHSURFHHGVLQ(QJOLVK´S 
 
Since then, I have gradually come to terms with the accumulative attrition in my Chinese 
along with the growing competence in my English. This was yet another transition: the 
acceptance of some language loss in Chinese. I can still listen, speak and read it with 
relative ease. There are opportunities enough for that in Singapore and when I travel in 
China. However, writing has been more difficult for many years because I hardly ever 
need to write in the language. In 1989-1990, while studying at Edinburgh University, my 
letters home to my mother were composed with an English-Chinese dictionary in hand. I 
felt pathetic then. However, I have slowly recognised the inevitability of the direction that 
my life has taken, and I am not without hope that I can relearn Chinese in my retirement. 
,IRXQGLQRQHIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQW¶VGDWDD similar allusion to the theme of language loss 
though that was a minor theme for her.  
 
It will be impossible to mention all the transitions in my journey from learning English as 
a second language to using it as a first language but I will highlight one more. During the 
twelve months I lived in the United Kingdom while pursuing an MSc in Applied 
Linguistics, I believe my exposure to the variety RI³(QJOLVKHV´ was expanded. I learnt to 
interact with people academically and socially despite initial difficulty with different 
accents. My class comprised over forty students from many countries. Among the British 
students were the Scottish, Welsh and English. Many coursemates also came from 
continental Europe: Greece, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Czechoslovakia. The next 
biggest group was from Africa, comprising Kenyans, Nigerians and one Burundian. From 
Asia, there were representatives from Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Kuwait. Finally, there was one American. My MSc class also interacted 
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with the PhD candidates, among whom were Tunisian, Malaysian, Hong Kong and PRC 
students. As for our teachers, besides the mostly British staff, there were an Italian and an 
American. Outside of the university, I met friends who were Scottish, Dutch, Brazilian, 
Peruvian and Indian. This rich learning context helped me to develop empathy with the 
repertoire of the Englishes I contacted with. This was a significant transition, affectively 
speaking. Little did I know then that this enriching experience and learnt openness would 
prepare me for the varieties of English that the PRC students brought to our SM2/3 class 
due to their past L2 experiences and perhaps also their regional and social backgrounds. 
 
Another angle for looking at my English learning journey is the development from being 
a more traditional to a less traditional learner. Before I embarked on my PhD studies, I 
had not come across the notion of the traditional Chinese culture of learning (TCCL). 
With hindsight now, my early experience of and approach to learning English (and 
Chinese too) reflected many aspects of TCCL outlined in the literature (Jin & Cortazzi, 
1998): transmission and imitation models of learning, teacher as authority and model, 
emphasis on mastery of knowledge and learning from texts, memorisation of vocabulary 
and grammar, and strong belief in effort for achievement. However, I was not schooled in 
large classes by PRC standards; thus, I did not lack exposure and practice. Neither do I 
consider myself to be passive and lacking in autonomy, nor was I particularly exam-
driven. Strictly speaking, my father was my earliest teacher and role model. One of my 
earliest memories was of my father telling me the story of Little Red Riding Hood at 
EHGWLPH+HDOVRUHDGWRPHDQGP\VLVWHUVIURPFKLOGUHQ¶VERRNVDQGPDJD]LQHV while I 
imitated his reading habit by browsing through the newspapers, magazines and books 
found around our home, trying to make sense of the text and pictures. He also brought us 
to the National Library in town. So I had early experiences with the transmission and 
imitation models of learning, with emphasis on learning from texts. During our early 
primary school days, my father also required his children to present two handwritten 
pages to him every school vacation day: one page each of English and Chinese. There 
were several purposes: to master and memorise the writing of a Chinese/English 
word/phrase, to practise our handwriting and to keep us working hard! Explicitly and 
implicitly, my father impressed on us his belief that effort was necessary for achievement.  
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Thus, like my PRC learners, I was socialised early into what I now recognise as TCCL. 
At school too, I was taught by teachers with the same approach: transmission, imitation, 
mastery of texts and knowledge, memorisation of vocabulary and grammar (I well 
remember the spelling drills and other tests). As the other significant adults in my life, the 
teachers exhorted my classmates and me to work hard for our future and not to disappoint 
our parentsZKLFK,QRZXQGHUVWDQGDVDQDSSHDOWRRXU³Ought-to SHOI´'örnyei, 2010). 
Some teachers were more authoritarian than others but I conformed anyway, as any 
³good student´ would do. 
 
However, I was not always consistent. In secondary school and pre-university days, 
sometimes, my love for reading would overtake my felt obligation to prepare better for 
exams. I also felt I learnt best what I was interested in and gave priority to some 
components over others, for example, composition over vocabulary or spelling tests. This 
exercise of choice probably pointed to a growing desire for more autonomy. The 
relatively smaller classes than those in China (around forty), also allowed more individual 
attention from teachers and interaction among classmates. Whenever possible, I tried to 
take advantage of opportunities these presented: I asked questions of teachers to clarify 
P\GRXEWVDQGUHDGP\FODVVPDWHV¶HVVD\VWROHDUQWKHLUZULWLQJWHFKQLTXHV,ZDV
becoming a more independent learner. From university onwards, I made transitions to 
even greater autonomy, as tertiary education was in essence a time to nurture intellectual 
and academic freedom. Among other things, I explored strategies other than 
memorisation for building my vocabulary and adjusted my beliefs about effort for 
achievement. For instance, I used association and mnemonic devices and I realised the 
importance of a broad and deep grasp of a subject. Thus, in a parallel fashion to the focal 
participants, I left behind some elements of TCCL while acquiring new ones in my 
journey. 
 
When I set out to help my PRC learners and embarked on this PhD project, I sought to 
tell the story of this group of learners with their unique characteristics. Little did I know 
that in tracing their learning journey and transitions, I was to discover my own parallel 
journey and transitions. My project has thus brought together my interests in applied 
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linguistics, my unique relationship with my PRC students, and my experience as an ESL 
learner, teacher and researcher. Personally, I am grateful for this learning experience. 
Professionally, I hope it will also contribute to the endeavours of my colleagues teaching 
and researching this group of learners in other contexts. 
 
This may be a convenient point to disembark from the narration of my own English 
learning journey. As I reflect on the process through which I became an English teacher 
and researcher, I see both convergence and divergence between my own learning journey 
and that of my PRC students. Despite our different starting ages, national origins, and 
social backgrounds, we may have certain similarities in our beliefs, motivation, strategies, 
affective domain, identities, mediated through our cultures and influenced by our L1 and 
L2 contexts. However, I must also beware the danger of mapping my own English 
learning experience on to that of the participants in this study. I may draw on insights 
from my insider perspective but never force it on the analysis and interpretation of the 
data. The participants must be allowed to tell the stories of their own English learning 
journeys. 
 
In the chapters following this Introduction, I hope to present the stories of the seven focal 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶(QJOLVKlearning journeys after the review of literature in Chapter 1 and a 
discussion on methodology in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 will describe the macro sociocultural 
and academic contexts of the learners in China and in Singapore while Chapters 4 and 5 
will examine the findings on their micro learner characteristics: motivation, beliefs, 
strategies, affect and identity. In Chapter 6, we will discuss the pedagogical implications 
of the study before concluding the thesis with an eye on future directions for research on 
PRC learners. 
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Chapter 1: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
What have researchers and teachers reported about PRC learners or Chinese learners from 
similar cultural contexts? What learner characteristics and transitions have been 
documented in the literature? In order to aptly situate the current study of PRC Chinese 
learners in their transition from high school in China to university in NUS, a university in 
Singapore, it is necessary to review the literature on Chinese learners. Moreover, as these 
learners were pursuing an English medium education abroad, it is also appropriate to 
survey research on &KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶learning experiences in study-abroad contexts. In 
this chapter, we will review research findings on Chinese, particularly PRC, students as 
well as literature on study-abroad contexts involving these learners.  
 
1.1 ³7KH&KLQHVHLHDUQHU´DQG³WKH&KLQHVH&XOWXUHRI/HDUQLQJ´ 
 
The two interrelated notions of the Chinese learner and the Chinese culture of learning 
are contested grounds. On the one hand, there are studies which argue that these are fairly 
homogenous, identifiable entities. On the other, there is research that seek to debunk 
these concepts. To complicate the picture, there are also publications that say, yes, these 
two entities exist but they DUHFKDQJLQJDORQJZLWK&KLQD¶VUDSLGGHYHORSPHQWLQUHFHQW
decades. Let us review these three strands in turn. 
 
1.1.1 Affirmation  
 
The debate might have started and become pronounced in the 1990s when the term 
³FXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ´ZDVXVHGE\&RUWD]]i and Jin (1996) to refer to a set of expectations, 
attitudes, beliefs, values, perceptions, preferences, and behaviours that are considered 
characteristic of society, in this case Chinese society, with regard to teaching and 
learning. It is part of a hidden curriculum that encompasses the broader issues of the 
nature and purpose of education. Children are socialised early into this culture of learning 
and the influence continues into the secondary school and even into university (p. 169). 
However, Cortazzi and Jin qualifiy that, given that China is a huge, populous country 
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undergoing rapid changes, there will be variations and they do not expect all Chinese 
VWXGHQWVRUWHDFKHUVWREHWKHVDPH7KLV³KLJKO\LQIOXHQWLDO&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJD
ODQJXDJH´ emphasises a mastery of knowledge (including knowledge of skills) primarily 
from two sources, the teacher and the textbook (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998). Learning is 
DFKLHYHGWKURXJK³GHGLFDWLRQDQGKDUGZRUNWKURXJKFORVHDWWHQWLRQWRWH[WVDQG
memorisation of YRFDEXODU\´S7KLVWUDQVPLVVLRQPRGHORIOHDUQLQJKDVLWVURRWV
in the teachings of the Chinese sage and philosopher, Confucius. 
 
It may be necessary here to give a very brief sketch of Confucian thought and its 
paramount influence on Chinese culture. Confucius (551-479 B.C.) lived during the 
Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods (770-221 B.C.), which was an 
unprecedented era of cultural flowering amidst conflict and civil strife in the history of 
China. AVWKH³)LUVW7HDFKHURI&KLQD´(Jin & Cortazzi, 2006), Confucius brought 
education to a large number of people and was rightly regarded as having contributed 
significantly to Chinese cultural history. His school of thought became known as 
Confucianism and his teachings were enshrined in the Five Classics and Four Books (Li 
	&KDQJS7KHVHVHUYHGDVWKH³FRUHWH[WERRN´IRUWKHFLYLOVHUYLFH
examinations during succeeding Chinese dynasties. Their influence even extended 
beyond imperial China to play a dominant role in the intellectual life of Korea, Japan, and 
Vietnam (often termed the Confucian Heritage Cultures or CHC). Thus, CHC learners are 
socialised early to the idea of having a core textbook that they must study and know by 
heart. 
 
Confucian philosophy, and hence the resultant Chinese culture, emphasises right 
relationships between monarch and subject, father and son, husband and wife. The former 
in each pair has absolute authority over the latter. This hierarchical conception of 
relationships has inevitably impacted the teacher-student relationship. The Chinese 
learner in the traditional Chinese culture of learning would never dream of challenging 
WKHWHDFKHU¶VDXWKRULW\7KH\KDYHEHHQVFKRROHGLQDWHDFKHU-centred curriculum and a 
highly-structured classroom culture.  
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0RUHRYHU&RQIXFLDQWKRXJKWDOVRVWUHVVHVWKHFRUHFRQFHSWRI³5LWHV,QWHOOLJHQFH
5LJKWHRXVQHVV7UXVWDQG%HQHYROHQFH´1LZKLFKDUHWKHLGHDOTXDOLWLHVRID
Confucian scholar. Their adherence to this core concept may explain why Chinese 
learners steeped in the traditional Chinese culture of learning may appear to be µpassive¶ 
in class. They may be concerned that being too active would cause them to be seen as 
showing off, thus marring the harmony of the class.  
 
Lest Confucianism is seen as having a negative impact on the ELT classroom, Ni (2008) 
hastened to add that it embodies some very enlightening concepts. The ideal Confucian 
scholar in ancient times aspired to becoming a well-rounded gentleman by taking up the 
Six Arts: Rites, Music, Archery, Horsemanship, Calligraphy and Mathematics. He also 
had to broaden his experience through his travels. In addition, Confucius promoted 
critical thinking in academic learning and advocated teaching to meet the different needs 
of students in order to achieve an educational awareness of their physical and emotional 
needs. 
 
As a result of this culture of learning based on the Confucian tradition, Chinese learners 
PD\DSSHDUWR:HVWHUQWHDFKHUVDVµZHDN¶DWRUDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ7KH\DOVRVHHPµVK\¶
DQGµSDVVLYH¶+RZHYHUWKHVWXGHQWVVHHWKHPVHOYHVDVµDFWLYH¶LQFODVVDVWKH\DUH
PHQWDOO\LQWHUDFWLQJZLWKWKHWHDFKLQJLQWHQVLYHO\DQGµFR-RSHUDWLQJ¶ZLWKWKHWHDFKHUV
(Jin & Cortazzi, 1998). 
 
Other studies have also contributed to the literature on the Chinese culture of learning and 
the Chinese learner. It appears that, in this culture of learning, most students see 
knowledge as something to be transmitted by the teacher rather than discovered by the 
learners (Rao, 2001). In a later study, Rao (2005) further emphasised three aspects of 
Chinese culture which have an important impact on attitudes and behaviours of Chinese 
learners. The first is collectivism and interdependent self in Chinese culture. Secondly, 
such a social orientation has resulted in socialisation for achievement. This can have a 
highly motivating effect on Chinese students because success and failure in a collectivist 
culture affect not just oneself but the whole family or group. Thus, in general, Chinese 
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students are highly motivated in their EFL learning, and strongly believe in hard work 
DQGHIIRUW/DVWO\EHFDXVHRISHRSOH¶VDWWLWXGHVWRSRZHUDQGDXWKRULW\, it is apparent that 
teachers are authorities and students are passive learners (Rao, 2005, p. 54). 
 
Yet other studies on the Chinese culture of learning also highlight the roles and thus the 
relationship between teacher and learner. Their roles go beyond the realm of the 
imparting and receiving of knowledge. Due to the deeply rooted Chinese tradition of 
seeing oneself as a part of a hierarchy of relationships, Chinese students respect their 
teachers as authority figures (Ho & Crookall, 1995). Closely related to the respect for 
DXWKRULW\LVWKHPDWWHURI³IDFH´,QSDUWLFXODUZKHQFRPPXQLFDWLQJZLWKDQRWKHUSHUVRQ
one must protect the otheU¶VVHOI-image and feelings, and avoid any direct confrontation. 
Hence, many Chinese students do not feel comfortable about challenging their teacher's 
position on a given point. Teachers also find it hard to admit any inadequacies on their 
part. Chinese students would thus not find autonomy very comfortable as this may entail 
working independently of the teacher and sharing in decision making, as well as 
presenting opinions that differ from those of the teacher. 
 
This culture of learning among Chinese learners also has an impact on classroom 
practices. Wachob (2004) suggests the need to pay attention to three issues. First, basic to 
WKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQW¶VRULHQWDWLRQWROHDUQLQJLVWKHQRWLRQWKDWDQ\RQHFDQOHDUQLIWKHUHLV
the right stimulus (p. 9). Secondly, with regards to the role of the teacher and the students, 
³WHDFKHUVDUHVHHQDVSDWHUQDOLVWLFNQRZOHGJHDEOHDQGNHHSHUVRINQRZOHGJH´S
)LQDOO\WKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQW¶VOHDUQLQJVW\OHVFDQIDOOLQWRWKUHHFDWHJRULHVRUVWDJHVWKH
practical student who is a rote learner; the deep thinker who uses techniques to facilitate 
the understanding of concepts through memorisation; and the Confucian scholar who 
takes a mature approach by emphasizing inner needs, self-improvement and contribution 
to society (p. 10). Parallel to these three types of learners from within the Chinese 
WUDGLWLRQLVWKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWZKRLV³DIIHFWHGE\WKHSUHVHQFHRI:HVWHUQLQIOXHQFH
which is most often seen among the young and felt more strongly in the large cities of 
&KLQD´ (p. 10). 
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Even in more recent years, some scholars researching the field of Chinese learners still 
concur with the earlier literature mentioned above about the Chinese learner and the 
WUDGLWLRQDO&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ/L¶VVWXG\RQDJUDGXDWHVWXGHQW¶V
socialisation into writing research articles reported that he prepared for his College 
English Test Band 4 (CET4) E\³PHPRUL]LQJYRFDEXODU\DQGGRLQJSUDFWLFHWHVWV´
practices associated with the traditional Chinese culture of learning. To prepare for CET6, 
he practised writing using templates from self-KHOSERRNVWKDW³WHDFK\RXZKDWWRZULWH
first, what to write next, and what words you should say. You give a statement, then the 
QH[WVHQWHQFH«%XLOGXSWKHIUDPHZRUN«´S7KLVSUDFWLFHLVDNLQWRWKHPRGHOOLQJ
that is attributed to the Chinese culture of learning. Gu (2010a), researching the national 
identity change among Chinese undergraduates as a result of EFL learning, mentions that 
WKH³&RQIXFLDQWUDGLWLRQHVSHFLDOO\LWVHGXFDWLRQDOLGHDOVLVGHHSO\LQJUDLQHGLQ&KLQHVH
FXOWXUH´(p. 57).  Thus, we may infer that, generally, the Chinese culture of learning 
described above still wielded considerable influence about the same time that the focal 
participants were completing high school in China (2006). 
 
In summary, the above research findings in the literature seem to agree on the whole 
about an almost homogeneous Chinese culture of learning. However, since the 
SXEOLFDWLRQRI&RUWD]]LDQG-LQ¶VVWXG\WKHUHKDYHEHHQGLVVHQWLQJYRLFHVUHJDUGLQJ
the notion surrounding a traditional Chinese culture of learning. Many of these are 
skeptical that the cultural angle alone can adequately account for the learner 
characteristics of, and assign an identity to, Chinese students; the Chinese learner is a 
more complex concept than can be explained by the framework of an all-pervasive 
learning culture. Some researchers and scholars have also offered other lens to examine 
the learner characteristics of Chinese students. Other studies have challenged the idea of 
the Chinese learner as a single, homogeneous identity, suggesting instead a complex and 
fluid phenomenon of hybrid or multiple identities according to the specific contexts that 
learners are situated in. Indeed, many of these alternative views find resonance with my 
decade-long experience of teaching and researching PRC learners.  
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1.1.2. Dissent 
 
One of the dissenting voices is Biggs (1996), which though employing the term 
Confucian Heritage Cultures or (CHC) instead of the traditional Chinese culture of 
learning, takes issue with WKH³ZHVWHUQPLVSHUFHSWLRQV´RIWKH&KLQHVHOHDUQLQJFXOWXUH It 
conFHGHVWKDWWKH&+&³IHDWXUHVH[LVW´ODUJHFODVVHVLQH[FHVVRIKLJKO\DXWKRULWDULDQ
orientation, expository teaching methods, focused preparation for examinations) but there 
is much more than meets the eye (p. 46). For one thing, the paradox is this learning 
system KDVSURGXFHGVWXGHQWV³ZKRRXWSHUIRUP:HVWHUQVWXGHQWVLQPDQ\VXEMHFWDUHDV´
(p. 49). Moreover, the oft-quoted characteristic of rote learning could actually be a deep 
strategy of repetition with understanding and not a surface approach of mechanical 
memorising without thought of meaning (p. 54). It is possible that the former strategy is 
more prevalent in CHC due to traditional beliefs about learning or because crucial life-
paths are dependent on examination results. Repetitive learning is thus used to achieve 
DQGUHLQIRUFHXQGHUVWDQGLQJZLWK³LQWHQWLRQ´SDQGWRHQVXUHDFFXUDWHUHFDOO
through rehearsing. Students can display both deep and surface strategies depending on 
the tasks and situations they encounter.  
 
With regard to teacher-student relationships, Biggs informs us that the authoritarian and 
hierarchical orientation is characterised by warmth and a sense of responsibility on both 
sides, with much interaction taking place outside the classroom. This is especially true 
when both staff and students live on campus; the shared environment gives rise to many 
shared activities (p. 56). Thus, the teacher-student relationship is not based merely on a 
simple transmission mode in the classroom but undergirded by a warm social context 
with much interaction. Teachers and students also share learning-related beliefs, values 
and practices that are probably internalised from a young age. These beliefs, values and 
SUDFWLFHVDUH³SUHFXUVRUVWRDGHHSDSSURDFK´SDQGLQFOXGHDWWULEXWLRQVLQ terms of 
WKHVWXGHQWV¶HIIRUWVWUDWHJ\LQWHUHVWWKHLUPHWDFRJQLWLYHVNLOOVWKDWKHOSLQGLUHFWLQJ
effort and sustaining interest; and their recognition of group problem solving and the 
capacity to accept rules for social behaviour (p. 61). Given the leDUQHUV¶GHHSDSSURDFKWR
learning; the warm teacher-student relationship; and the shared attributions, 
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metacognitive skills and social cohesion; the CHC classroom is not like the one often 
represented by Western teachers in the literature.  
 
Another dissenWLQJYRLFHWRWKH³SRUWUDLW´RIWKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHUDQGKLVRIW-cited 
characteristic of reticence is Cheng (2000), arguing WKDWLWLV³DGDQJHURXVDOOHJDWLRQ´S
435). Among the studies cited LV/LWWOHZRRGDQG/LX¶VFLWHGLQ&KHQJS
438) which found that Hong Kong students at secondary and tertiary levels welcome 
opportunities for active participation. Cheng (2000) also draws on teaching experience 
DQGREVHUYDWLRQVWKDW&KLQHVHVWXGHQWVFDQEH³H[WUHPHO\DFWLYHDQGHYHQDJJUHVVLYH´S
438). The article then explores some possible reasons for the questionable interpretation 
RI³FXOWXUDO´UHWLFHQFHRUSDVVLYLW\DOOHJHGO\FKDUDFWHULVWLFRI$VLDQVWXGHQWV and 
concluded that this is based on limited observation and small data sets. The causes of 
reticence when it does indeed occur are more likely to be context-specific rather than 
culturally determined. Chief among these causes are unsuitable teaching methodologies 
and inadequate levels of English language proficiency (p. 445).  
 
Shedding further light on the complexity of the concepts of the Chinese learner and the 
&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ*XFRPSDUHVWZR³VXFFHVVIXO´WHUWLDU\&KLQHVH
university learners who scored above 90% in the CET4. From the findings of this case 
study which focused on strategies for vocabulary learning, Gu details five Chinese 
conceptions of learning. First, successful learners know instinctively that vocabulary can 
be learnt both intentionally and incidentally. Secondly, repetition and memorisation are 
an integral part of meaningful learning. Thirdly, these Chinese learners are pragmatic 
learners; the dichotomy of intrinsic versus extrinsic perhaps does not apply to them the 
way it applies to their Western counterparts. Fourthly, effort, perseverance, and the joy of 
OHDUQLQJDUHFRQVLVWHQWZLWK&RQIXFLXV¶ZHOO-known saying from the Analects³,VLWQRW
HQMR\DEOHWROHDUQZLWKDFRQVWDQWSHUVHYHUDQFHDQGDSSOLFDWLRQ"´,Q&KLQHVHFXOWXUH
effort and perseverance are an integral and enjoyable part of the learning process. Lastly, 
while the ends of dichotomies, such as intentional and incidental learning, reliance on 
memorisation and meaning, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and perseverance and 
enjoyment, are often seen as good or bad if not mutually exclusive, Gu postulates that the 
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ability to integrate seemingly opposing viewpoints might explain the paradox of why 
some Chinese learners achieve success even while practicing the supposedly bad 
strategies of rote learning. The Confucian philosophy of the mean, which is characterised 
by balances between opposing ends, might be the learning mechanism at work (Biggs, 
1996, cited in Gu, 2003, p. 98).  
 
It may be XVHIXOKHUHWRH[SDQGRQRQHDVSHFWRI*X¶VILQGLQJLQWKHDERYHVWXG\
that of motivation. The Chinese learner has been described as highly motivated (Jin & 
Cortazzi, 2006; Rao, 2005) and it is one of the learner characteristics of interest to me. 
The literature indicates that this psychosocial dimension of learning is a complex 
construct. While putting forward a succinct working definition of motivation, Syed 
(2001) also acknowledges LWVFRPSOH[LW\³0RWLYDWLRQRUWKHGHVLUHDQGLQYHVWPHQWLQ
learning a language is far more complex than the static constructs usually used to measure 
LW«WKHUHDUHVRFLRFXOWXUDODQGSV\FKRVRFLDOIDFWRUVRSHUDWLQJDWWKHLQGLYLGXDOOHYHO´S
143). In his socio-HGXFDWLRQDOPRGHO*DUGQHUSRVLWVWKDW³PRWLYDWLRQLVDFRPSOH[
FRQFHSW´LQZKLFKHIIRUWGHVLUHDQGSRVLWLYHDIIHFWDUHDOOQHFHVVDU\HOHPHQWVS
Extending the view of motivation beyond that of a concept, Williams, Burden & Al-
BDKDUQDGHVFULEHPRWLYDWLRQDVD³SURFHVVWKDWLVFRPSOH[PXOWL-faceted, and 
G\QDPLF´SDQGFRQFOXGHWKDWPRGHOVRQPRWLYDWLRQRXJKWWRLQFRUSRUDWHWKH
factors arising from the interaction of the learners, the teacher, the task, and the whole 
environment.  
 
To complexify the concept further, Gu (2003) distinguishes between intrinsic and 
H[WULQVLFPRWLYDWLRQIRUH[DPSOHRQHIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQW³DSSHDUHGWREHLQWULQVLFDOO\
LQWHUHVWHGLQ(QJOLVKZKLOHVHHLQJLWVLQVWUXPHQWDOLPSRUWDQFH´S). Thus, he seems to 
contrast motivation arising from intrinsic interest to that arising from instrumental or 
extrinsic factors. The classic definitions of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are given by 
Ryan and Deci (2000) as follows. Intrinsic motivatioQUHIOHFWV³WKHQDWXUDOKXPDQ
SURSHQVLW\WROHDUQDQGDVVLPLODWH´ZKLOHH[WULQVLFPRWLYDWLRQ³FDQHLWKHUUHIOHFWH[WHUQDO
control or true self-UHJXODWLRQ´S7RHODERUDWHLQWULQVLFPRWLYDWLRQDVRSSRVHGWR
extrinsic motivation refers to doing an activity simply for the enjoyment of the activity 
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itself, rather than its instrumental value or in order to attain some separable outcome. 
)URPWKHDERYHGLVFXVVLRQZHPD\VXUPLVHWKDWWKHPRWLYDWLRQRIWKLVVWXG\¶V
participants is likely to be complex and multi-faceted and could be examined from 
various angles, such as extrinsic versus intrinsic, instrumental versus integrative.  
 
The debate on a homogeneous Chinese learner has been given a regional and economic 
angle in Hu (2003). While acknowledging the pervasive influence of the traditional 
Chinese culture of learning (which Hu refers to as TCCL and which will be the acronym 
adopted in this study), the researcher reports that its force on ELT seems to vary from 
region to region within China, specifically between the more developed regions (coastal 
areas or large cities) and the less developed ones (inland or rural regions). Thus, there is 
QRRQHXQLIRUPHQWLW\FDOOHG³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´+X¶VVWXG\LQYROYHG35&
students over six cohorts enrolled in an intensive pre-matriculation English course in a 
tertiary institution in Singapore. In this study, conducted in an ESL situation, the learners 
presented significant differences in the following: English proficiency, previous English 
learning experiences, classroom behaviours and language learning, and use of strategies. 
Generally, students from the more developed regions (MD) seemed to be less entrenched 
in TCCL than their counterparts from the less developed regions (LD). To explain these 
regional differences, Hu offers three contributing factors which vary significantly 
between the MD and LD areas: infrastructural resources, socio-cultural factors and, 
curricular and pedagogical practices. Due to the disparity in these factors, ELT in the MD 
regions have evolved further from TCCL in recent years as compared to ELT in the LD 
regions. Thus, these regional differences indicate that not every Chinese student is 
steeped in TCCL. Interestingly, most of the focal participants of this study hailed from 
the MD; thus, based on these findings, we would expect them to be less influenced by 
TCCL as compared to students from the LD. 
 
+X¶VILQGLQJWKDWWKHUHDUHVLJQLILFDQWGLVSDULWLHVDPRQJ&KLQHVHOHDUQHUVRULJLQDWLQJIURP
different regions is supported by Feng (2009). As of 2007, officially, statistics cited that 
over 226 million students from primary schools to tertiary institutions study English 
under the tutelage of 85,000 teachers. However, besides regional differences, there are 
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DOVRVRFLDODQGHWKQLFGLYHUJHQFHV³in terms of local policies and practices in English 
ODQJXDJHSURYLVLRQ´S)RUHYHQZLWKLQWKHVDPHJHRJUDSKLFDOORFDWLRQDFFHVVWR
resources for ELT can vary significantly from one social or ethnic group to another. This 
puts in question the notion of the Chinese learner as a homogeneous entity. 
 
Going beyond examining the features of TCCL, some researchers actually take issue with 
WKH³ODUJHFXOWXUH´DSSURDFKWRVWHUHRW\SLQJDQGH[SODLQLQJ ³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´&ODUN
and Gieve (2006) question this DSSURDFKDVLW³DGRSWVDQRWLRQRIFXOWXUHV that sees them 
in their most typical form as geographically (and often nationally) distinct entities, 
relatively unchanging and homogeneous, and as all-encompassing systems of rules or 
norms that substantially GHWHUPLQHSHUVRQDOEHKDYLRXU´S7KH\WKXVFDOOIRUWKH
SUREOHPDWLVDWLRQRIWKHFRQVWUXFWHGNQRZOHGJHVDQGLGHQWLWLHVRI³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´LQ
the literature.  
 
What should be the way forward for research on Chinese learners then? Clark and Gieve 
(2006) suggest that large culture discourse needs to be examined by an alternative 
approach which seeks to understand, interpret and represent actual learners with whom 
we come into contact, who are contexualised by, and who create context in, classrooms. 
7KHFODVVURRPLVDQH[DPSOHRI³VPDOOFXOWXUH´SZKLFKLVFR-constructed between 
students and teachers. Students in study abroad situations may bring with them (some part 
of) their history and socioeconomic background to the small cultures but, faced with new 
realities, may develop very different new identities, agencies, and learning paths in their 
new communities of practice. Citing 0RULWD¶VVWXG\&ODUNDQG*LHYH(2006) 
advocate the study approach that brings into focus the learners in local contexts, engaged 
as individuals in their struggles to transform themselves, and if possible, their contexts, in 
order to gain full participation (p. 65): 
 
«ZKDWLVDWVWDNHLQWKHVHOLQJXLVWLFVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOWUDQVLWLRQVLVOHDUQHUV¶PXOWLSOH
identitLHVZKLFKEHFRPHVLWHVRIFRQWHVWDWLRQDQGUHQHJRWLDWLRQ7KHFRPSOH[LW\«FDQQRW
EHDGHTXDWHO\FDSWXUHGE\WKHYLHZWKDWDVVLJQVDVLQJOHµ&KLQHVHOHDUQHU¶LGHQWLW\WRDOO´
(p. 68).  
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Does it follow then that cultures of learning and learner identities are mutually exclusive 
notions? Interestingly, Shen (1997) brought together the two themes of TCCL and learner 
LGHQWLW\LQKLVSDSHU³7KHFODVVURRPDQGWKHZLGHUFXOWXUH,GHQWLW\DVNH\WROHDUQLQJ
(QJOLVKFRPSRVLWLRQ´TCCL was a very real and important part of his self and identity. 
In this autobiographical account of his struggle to reconcile his Chinese identity with a 
developing English identity, Shen emphasizes repeatedly the influence of Chinese culture 
and how it was acted upon by his learning to wriWHLQ(QJOLVK³«P\FXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQG
shaped ± and shapes ± my approach to my writing in English and how writing in English 
redefined ± and redefines ± P\LGHRORJLFDODQGORJLFDOLGHQWLWLHV´S+HIXUWKHU
DVVHUWVWKDW³PDQ\RIWKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV whom [he] talked to said that they had the 
VDPHRUVLPLODUH[SHULHQFHV«´SAs a parallel to his experience, he alluded to 
DQRWKHUDUWLFOHLQWKHVDPHYROXPH³)URPVLOHQFHWRZRUGV:ULWLQJDVsWUXJJOH´E\/X
(1997) who describes her struggles between two selves and between two discourses.  
 
In fact, in learning the rules of English composition while studying in America, Shen had 
WR³UHSURJUDP´KLVPLQG³WRUHGHILQHVRPHRIWKHEDVLFFRQFHSWVDQG YDOXHV´LQFOXGLQJ
WKRVHDERXWKLPVHOI³WKDWKDGEHHQLPSULQWHGDQGUHLQIRUFHG´LQKLVOLIHE\KLV³FXOWXUDO
EDFNJURXQG´ HHDVVHUWV³,FDPHWR(QJOLVKFRPSRVLWLRQDVD&KLQHVHSHUVRQLQWKH
fullest sense of the term, with a Chinese identity already fuOO\IRUPHG´S6KHQ
H[SODLQVWKDWWKH&KLQHVHSDWWHUQRIDSSURDFKLQJWKHWKHPHLQZULWLQJLV³IURPVXUIDFHWR
FRUH´DVRSSRVHGWRWKH(QJOLVKSDWWHUQRIXVLQJWRSLFVHQWHQFHV7KHIRUPHULVDNLQWR
clearing the bushes before attacking the real target, a formalized, rhetorical pattern that 
goes back two thousand years to Confucius, and requires one to first state the conditions 
RIFRPSRVLWLRQEHIRUHWRXFKLQJRQH¶VPDLQWKHVLVS This principle of composition 
has come to be called the Ba Gu Wen or eight-legged essay which still has an influence 
on modern Chinese writing. Thus, for Shen, the process of learning to write in English is 
in fact a process of creating and defining a new identity and balancing it with the old 
identity. The process added a new dimension and a new perspective to him.  
 
6KHQ¶V self-report of a learner, steeped in and conscious of his Chinese cultural 
background, describing how he negotiated the development of his new English identity 
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while balancing it with his old Chinese identity, suggests that it is possible to study the 
two themes of TCCL and identity development together in the same learner or group of 
learners, a possibility that Clark and Gieve (2006) seem to discount. Both these themes 
are of interest to my study, and will be among the facets I will examine among the seven 
focal participants. 
 
1.1.3 Winds of Change 
 
To complicate the picture further, some studies over the last decade suggest that TCCL 
and the Chinese learners may be dynamic, evolving entities. In a contrastive study on 
VWUDWHJ\XVHE\³VXFFHVVIXO´DQG³XQVXFFHVVIXO´VWXGHQWV*DQ+XPSKUH\V	+DPS-
Lyons (2004) found that the greater variety of learning or practising strategies and the 
more sophisticated use of strategies by the successful students, as compared to the 
XQVXFFHVVIXOVWXGHQWVPLJKWEHUHODWHGWRWKHIRUPHU¶VRYHUDOO(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJJRDO
Another study by Poole (2005) suggests that, generally, Chinese EFL learners are active 
VWUDWHJ\XVHUV+HFRQFOXGHVWKDW³VXFKUHVXOWVUHIXWHWKe stereotype held by many 
Western-trained ESL/EFL teachers that Chinese learners are docile, teacher-dependent, 
DQGODFNDXWRQRP\´ (p. 47). In the abovementioned studies, both strategy use and goal-
setting indicate that Chinese learners are not passive learners as characterised in the 
TCCL, but are instead more active managers of their own English learning. It may also be 
possible that Chinese students have developed new attitudes and ways of learning.  
 
For an overview of language learning strategies of students in Chinese ELT, we may look 
DW=KDQJ¶VVWXG\SS-311). He surveyed two decades of research into Chinese 
EFL learner strategies and concluded that the research design and instrumentation in this 
area have become more mature since its beginnings in the 1980s. In general, there are 
differences in the use of lDQJXDJHOHDUQLQJVWUDWHJLHVEHWZHHQ³VXFFHVVIXO´RU³JRRG´DQG
³OHVVVXFFHVVIXO´RU³SRRU´OHDUQHUV+RZHYHULWLVLQFRQFOXVLYHZKHWKHUWKHVWUDWHJLHVLQ
the studies reviewed are comparable due to the fact that different instruments were used 
in collecting data. It is also not certain if some findings are statistically significant 
because of variations in the size of the samples or number of variables involved. Thus, 
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Zhang suggests that further consistent, well-designed studies be conducted to obtain a 
clearer picture of Chinese E)/OHDUQHUV¶XVHRIVWUDWHJLHV 
 
<HWDQRWKHUUHFHQWVWXG\WKDWXQGHUVFRUHVWKHFKDQJLQJSURILOHRI&KLQHVHOHDUQHUVLV6KL¶V 
(2006) questionnaire survey of 400 Shanghai junior and senior middle school students. 
The study was conducted to investigate the apparent contradictions in the literature on 
Chinese students: being passive, submissive, or disciplined versus valuing active 
thinking, open-mindedness and a spirit of inquiry. She first compares the contradicting 
interpretations of Confucianism in education, showing that it is a multi-dimensional 
FRQFHSWEHIRUHGLVFXVVLQJKHUHPSLULFDOVWXG\7KHUHVXOWVVKRZ³VRPHWKLQJQHZ´
³VRPHWKLQJROG´SDQGVRPHWKLQJPL[HG´S:KDWLV³QHZ´LVWKDWWKH
results challenge the view that Chinese students are passive, submissive or lacking in 
FULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ7KHUHVSRQGHQWVSUHIHUUHG³HTXDOLW\ZLWKWKHLUWHDFKHUVWRDQLQIOH[LEOH
KLHUDUFK\´7KH\ZRXOGTXHU\WKHLUWHDFKHUVLIWKH\GLGQRWDJUHHZLWKZKDWZDVWDXJKW 
with the belieIWKDWWKHWHDFKHUVZHUHZLOOLQJWRDQVZHUWKHLUTXHVWLRQV³DWWKHULJKW
MXQFWXUH´S7KHUHVSRQGHQWVDOVRWRRNDFULWLFDODSSURDFKZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHLU
textbooks, learning environment and studies. They were also clear about their purposes 
for learning ± for self-interest ± which is very different from the motivation reported in 
+X¶VVWXG\± for the glory of the family (a presumably Confucius-inspired value). 
Moreover, the respondents were active learners who used different language learning 
strategies and who preferred a more light-hearted, interactive classroom.  
 
+RZHYHUWKHGDWDDOVRVXUIDFHG³ROG´WUDLWVZKLFKFRncurred with previous studies on the 
Chinese culture of learning. Being knowledgeable remains the most important measure 
for good teachers while perseverance and diligence are overwhelmingly those of good 
students. Exams remain a prime concern and an important yardstick: good teachers 
should help students pass exams and students still find passing exams the most important 
reason for studying English. Thus, characteristics attributed to TCCL and those not 
usually associated with the culture co-H[LVWHGLQWKHVWXGHQWV¶UHVSRQVHVSUHVHQWLQJD
³PL[HG´SLFWXUH+RZHYHU6KLTXDOLILHGWKDWWKHUHZHUHFHUWDLQOLPLWDWLRQVWKHVXUYH\
was carried out in Shanghai, the most affluent of Chinese cities, and sampling was 
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opportunistic. So the results could have been affected by the socioeconomic backgrounds 
of the students and teachers involved. This study could also have been triangulated by a 
parallel survey of the teachers. Drawing on these findings of both traditional and new 
IHDWXUHVLQKHUUHVSRQGHQWV¶FXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ6KLFDXWLRQVDJDLQVWRYHUVLPSOLI\LQJWKH
descriptions of Chinese learners based on previous studies. Instead, we should consider 
³WKHYDULHW\RIWKHLUQDWLRQDOUHJLRQDOHFRQRPLFFODVVDQGFXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQGVDVZHOO
DVDJHUHOLJLRQDQGJHQGHU´S:HQHHGWRWUHDWWKHQRWLRQRI7&&/PRUH
critically, taking into account the fast changing social landscape in China.  
 
It may be true then that, along with the changing Chinese social landscape, TCCL and 
³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´KDve been evolving too. A decade after their 1996 work, Jin and 
Cortazzi (2006) provided an update on their insights on TCCL and Chinese learners in an 
article aptly entitled³&KDQJLQJ3UDFWLFHVLQ&KLQHVH/HDUQLQJ&XOWXUHV´. Based on their 
research of Chinese students in the UK, they maintain that the Chinese culture of learning 
still SURYLGHVDIUDPHZRUNIRUWKHVHOHDUQHUVWRLQWHUSUHWRWKHUV¶DFWLons and talk in the 
classroom as well as to guide their own behaviour. However, the authors highlight the 
QHHGWRVSHDNRI³FXOWXUHV´DVDUHPLQGHUWKDW³&KLQHVHSHRSOHVHPEUDFHDZLGHUDQJHRI
social and individual diversity within mainland China and ChinHVHHOVHZKHUH«\HW
VKDULQJDUHODWLYHO\KRPRJHQHRXVOLQJXLVWLFDQGFXOWXUDOKHULWDJH´S This 
acknowledgement of diversity among learners apparently provides an answer to Clark 
DQG*LHYH¶VREMHFWLRQSRI7&&/¶VODFNRIGLVWLQFWLRQRIWKHPDny Chinese 
groups.  
 
One common strand that binds the Chinese together is literacy in the language which 
includes the learning of the Chinese script with several thousand characters. The mastery 
of the script, through demonstration, modeling, tracing, repeated copying, and active 
memorisation, are practices that contribute to the socialisation of children into Chinese 
cultures of learning with its characteristic beliefs, attitudes, expectations, and behaviours. 
Against this backdrop of the continuing traditional Chinese culture of learning influenced 
by Confucian heritages, according to Jin and Cortazzi (2006), there are changing 
practices [emphasis added] including those in ELT.  
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These changes are seen among students in China as well as those in study-abroad 
contexts. English as a subject is important in three ways: as a key curriculum subject, as 
the likely medium of learning for study abroad and, increasingly, as the medium of 
instruction for postgraduate courses in premier universities in China (p. 8). English also 
has gate keeping roles for educational, professional and social advancement. It is no 
ZRQGHUWKHQWKDWODUJHQXPEHUVRIOHDUQHUVGLVSOD\³KLJKPRWLYDWLRQHQHUJHWLF
HQWKXVLDVPDQGDFRRUGLQDWHGHIIRUWIRUVWXG\LQJ(QJOLVK´S(QJOLVKKDVlong been 
compulsory from middle school onwards, then introduced at the upper primary levels, 
and increasingly offered to the lower primary grades and even kindergarten. ELT 
Methodology and classroom roles continue to evolve though exams, such as the crucial 
College English Tests (CET) that continue to dominate and drive approaches to teaching 
and learning (p. 11). There are, however, conscious efforts at innovation, among them 
using Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in national and key provincial 
universities and sending teachers of English to target countries for postgraduate 
programmes or language exposure (p. 8).  
 
The central education authorities also encourage new emphases for changing practices in 
ELT. New national targets have been put in place to develop students cognitively, 
affectively, culturally and creatively, with the desired outcomes of greater student 
participation, critical thinking, collaborative learning, practical ability to use the 
language, cultural awareness and international vision (pp. 14-15). It is to be expected that 
these changes in Chinese ELT will impact the Chinese students who go abroad for 
undergraduate or postgraduate education.  
 
In one of their latest works, the two researchers, emphasised the importance of teachers 
UHFRJQL]LQJFXOWXUHVRIOHDUQLQJDVVXFKUHFRJQLWLRQ³FDQEHSDUWRIYDOLGDWLQJWKH
VWXGHQWV¶LQGLYLGXDOLWLHVVRFLDOLGHQWLWLHVDQGFXOWXUDOYRLFHV´&RUWD]]L	-LQ, 2013, p. 
2). In turn, this can lead students to develop new ways of learning. Teachers benefit too, 
growing in their professional development. Cultural synergy results when there is 
ongoing peer dialogue as well as teacher-student dialogue, reflection and reciprocal 
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learning about RQHDQRWKHU¶VFXOWXUHVRIOHDUQLQJ³ZKLOHDFNQRZOHGJLQJGLYHUVLW\DQG
GLIIHUHQFHZLWKLQDQGEHWZHHQFXOWXUDOFRPPXQLWLHV´Sp. 2-3). The above emphasis on 
embracing culture and individuality in a reciprocal framework indicates that Cortazzi and 
Jin (2013) have tried to address the concerns put forward by other authors like Atkinson 
(1999, FLWHGLQ<XDQ	;LHS³>6@XFKUHVHDUFKPXVWDOZD\VEHEDODQced with, 
and ideally incorporated into, perspectives that reveal the individuality and agency of 
WKRVHZKRKDYHDOUHDG\EHHQGHHSO\VRFLDOLVHGDQGHQFXOWXUDWHG´  
 
Up till recent times, however, the TCCL still exerts substantial influence on the current 
generation of students according to Wang (2013). The researcher conducted a 
questionnaire survey at a key university in Shandong Province, China among 691 
VWXGHQWVRULJLQDWLQJIURPSURYLQFHVDQGFRQFOXGHGWKDW³&RQIXFLDQLVPKDVVWURQJDQG
lasting influeQFHRQWKH&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJVLQFHPRVW«VWURQJO\DJUHHZLWK
PDMRUDVSHFWVRIDWUDGLWLRQDOFRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQRIHGXFDWLRQ´S)RUH[DPSOHHIIRUW
LVVWLOOFRQVLGHUHG³WKHHVVHQWLDOSUHSDUDWRU\VWHSWRDFKLHYLQJIXWXUHVXFFHVV´S
However, there are also transitions in certain traditional methods of learning; for instance, 
some students seem less reliant on memorisation and rote learning (p. 70).  
 
With these updates of the concepts we have started out to explore in this section, we 
appear to have come full circle in our review of the Chinese learner and TCCL. This 
diversity of views has added to the richness of our understanding of these interrelated 
notions as well as the characteristics and transitions of PRC students as learners in the last 
two decades. As the focal participants of this study were essentially experiencing a study-
abroad context, let us now focus on the characteristics and transitions of PRC students in 
such contexts. 
 
1.2 The Chinese Learner in Study-abroad Contexts  
 
As a general introduction to this section of the review of literature, I would like to echo 
the observation of Byram and Feng (2006), the editors of the volume, Living and 
Studying Abroad.  Living and studying abroad may seem to offer international students 
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the opportunities of contact with and practice in the target language; but this is not always 
true as there can be obstacles to access to input and contact with members of the local 
community. Norton (2000) also found this to be true of the five immigrant women she 
studied in a Canadian context.  
 
Many views have been put forward for helping international students to adjust to their 
study-abroad context. One accepted notion is that they should be making the adjustment 
WRWKHKRVWFRXQWULHV¶OHDUQLQJDQGWHDFKLQJFXOWXUHV$QDOWHUQDWLYHYLHZLVµFXOWXUDO
V\QHUJ\¶-LQ	&RUWD]]LZKLFKFDOOVIRUPXWXDODQGUHFLSURFDOHIIRUWIURP
teachers and learners to learn about, understand and appreciDWHRWKHUV¶FXOWXUHVDQGWKHLU
perceptions of learning. Yet another perspective suggests that the cultural background 
factor may be over-estimated as students generally are quick to adapt; the traditional 
model of the passive and overly deferential East Asian student has also been challenged 
(Rastall, 2004).  
 
The participants of this current study were PRC students enrolled in NUS and were 
clearly in a study-abroad context. Thus, it seems appropriate to review studies on Chinese 
learners conducted in similar study-abroad settings. For this section of the literature 
review, the main focus is on more recent research on PRC learners in English-medium 
universities in Singapore and other countries as these are the settings most pertinent to my 
study. According to Shi (2006), increasing numbers of Chinese students are seeking a 
tertiary education in Britain. For the academic year of 2003/2004, the figure was already 
48,175 and growing. In Singapore, an average of 351 SM2 and SM3 are enrolled annually 
LQ186&(/&¶V Intensive English courses under the auspices of the Singapore MOE. 
Besides these scholarship holders in NUS, there are growing numbers of self-funding 
35&VWXGHQWVZKRKDYHJDLQHGDGPLVVLRQWR186DQGWKHRWKHU6LQJDSRUHXQLYHUVLWLHV¶
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. It can be surmised that the numbers of PRC 
Chinese learners in other study-abroad settings are also significant. 
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1.2.1 Singapore Settings 
 
Beginning with research on Chinese learners in Singapore, the studies have covered such 
aspects as language learning strategies, metacognitive awareness, anxiety/confidence, 
learner characteristics and changing identities. The research on this specific group of 
learners in Singapore does not have a long history; thus, the review below will attempt to 
trace the unfolding knowledge in a chronological order but also point out the similarities 
or contrasts between studies where appropriate. 
 
In a study to investigate what learning strategies are employed by PRC Chinese learners 
and whether language proficiency and gender have any impact on the choice of these 
strategies, Kwah and Goh (1996) studied a total of 175 participants enrolled at a 
university in Singapore. The Secondary Level English Proficiency (SLEP) Test was used 
WRDVVHVVWKHVWXGHQWV¶SURficiency. The test results separated the learners (aged 17 to 19, 
with 50 females and 125 males) into three levels of proficiency: high, medium and low. 
The 5-point Strategies in Language Learning (SLL) designed by Oxford (1990, cited in 
Kwah & Goh, 1996) was used to obtain data on the kind of strategies that the students 
XVHG7KHDQDO\VLVVKRZHGWKDWWKHVHOHDUQHUV³JHQHUDOO\GLGQRWDSSO\OHDUQLQJVWUDWHJLHV
YHU\IUHTXHQWO\´S7KHWZRPRVWFRPPRQO\UHSRUWHGVWUDWHJLHVZHUHPHWDFRJQLWLYH
and compensation. With regard to proficiency, results from ANOVA indicated that high-
proficiency students used significantly the most cognitive strategies. They also used 
compensation strategies more than their low-proficiency counterparts. With regard to the 
influence of gender, the t-WHVWUHVXOWVVKRZWKDW³IHPDOHVWXGHQWVUHSRUWHGXVLQJ
VLJQLILFDQWO\PRUHFRPSHQVDWLRQDQGDIIHFWLYHVWUDWHJLHVWKDQPDOHVWXGHQWV´S 
 
A learner diary was used to study the metacognitive awareness that PRC university 
students had about their listening (Goh, 1997). The analysis of the diaries of the 40 
VXEMHFWVZLWKDQDYHUDJHDJHRIUHYHDOVWKDWWKHVHVWXGHQWV³KDGFOHDULGHDVDERXWWKUHH
aspects of listening: their own role and performance as second language listeners, the 
dePDQGVDQGSURFHGXUHVRIVHFRQGODQJXDJHOLVWHQLQJDQGVWUDWHJLHVIRUOLVWHQLQJ´S
361). The diaries, kept over ten weeks, demonstrated the high degree of metacognitive 
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awareness that the students possessed and their ability to verbalise their theories about 
learning to listen in English. This study used the learner diary as an instrument for 
longitudinal research with a small group and is thus of interest to my study. 
 
Another study that interests me is one which examines the affective dimension of PRC 
learners. How anxious do these Chinese learners feel when learning English in a study-
abroad context? This question was explored in Zhang in a 2001 study on PRC students 
enrolled in a Singapore tertiary institution. His study is particularly pertinent to the 
present study as the participants in both cases shared similar demographic features and 
educational backgrounds: PRC Chinese students (holding Singapore MOE scholarships) 
enrolled in a Singapore university bridging course prior to matriculation for 
undergraduate programmes. Both groups may be defined as ESL learners (Cohen, 1998) 
as they were learning a language in a community where it is spoken (p. 4) as opposed to 
EFL where they are learning one in a context where is not. Using a Foreign Language 
Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) and informal interviews, Zhang compared two groups 
of students: 70 SM3 aged around 19 and 75 SM2 with an average age of 18. The findings 
show that all the learners experienced a certain level of anxiety. However, on average, the 
SM3 group showed a higher level of anxiety right from the beginning of their course. 
Zhang suggests that this greatHUDQ[LHW\FRXOGEH³DWWULEXWHGWRGLIIHUHQFHVLQWKHLU
ELRORJLFDODJHVFRPSOLFDWHGSRVVLEO\E\WKHLUYDU\LQJOHYHOVRISURILFLHQF\LQ(6/´
0RUHVLJQLILFDQWO\WKHGLIIHUHQFHPLJKWDOVREHGXHWRWKH³GLIIHUHQWODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJ
and epistemological experiences and their socio-economic backgrounds, and possibly a 
change in the learning environment in a study-DEURDGFRQWH[W´IRUWKHWZRJURXSV
)XUWKHUPRUHWKH60VWXGHQWV¶DQ[LHW\PLJKWEHGXHWRWKHODFNRIFHUWDLQVWXG\VNLOOV
for independent learning (p. 84). The results indicate that anxiety may be one category 
that my study should consider in its analysis. 
 
In order to guide SM3 students to reflect on their learning journey, and develop and 
evaluate knowledge relating to their own person, strategies and tasks, Young and Fong 
(2003) carried out a longitudinal learner diary study with a group of 38 students over six 
months. The study found evidence that the learner diary could be one tool used to raise 
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WKH60VWXGHQWV¶PHWDFRJQLWLYHDZDUHQHVV7KHUHZere indications that reflecting 
regularly on their learning journey and acting upon the reflections did help the learners 
make progress.  
 
As a variation to the above longitudinal study, Fong (2006b) used a summative or exit 
diary to gather data on the learner characteristics of PRC SM3 students. Towards the end 
of their six-month BC, a small sample of 17 students were invited to reflect on their 
English language learning experience in a single diary entry. These participants could 
respond to any of a set of ten prompts, ZKLFKUHODWHGWRWKHOHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQEHOLHIV
attitudes, strategies and affective factors. The results of the analysis pointed to a mainly 
instrumental orientation, clear beliefs about language learning, the importance of the 
affective dimension and social support, and the emphasis on effort for achievement. Self-
monitoring and strategy use did not appear to be deliberate nor consistent. The learning 
context of the BC appears to have been beneficial, so is receiving positive feedback for 
the learning DFWLYLWLHVDQGWKHWHDFKHUV¶methodology, skills and personality. The learner 
characteristics and perceptions gleaned from this study have contributed to my current 
study as the initial selection of a priori categories was based on these findings. 
 
Another research project LQYROYLQJ&(/&¶V60VWXGHQWVZDV 7HQJ¶V
ethnographic study of undergraduates in NUS. Among the participants was Ming 
SVHXGRQ\PD³WUDQVQDWLRQDO´1 from China, who successfully made use of various social 
structures and resources around him in Singapore to acquire the cultural capital he needed 
to construct a sense of belonging to the local community and to aid in his development of 
literacy. Teng examined how Ming and his peers (all former SM3 students) developed 
and projected hybrid identities as a result of the social contexts surrounding their 
engagement in academic literacy practices (p. 207), a phenomenon which seems to 
VXSSRUW&ODUNDQG*LHYH¶VDVVHUWLRQWKDWQHZLGHQWLWLHVare forged as learners 
engage with their new contexts. 
                                                 
1
 While the teUPµWUDQVQDWLRQDO¶KDVEHHQPRVWO\XVHGWRUHIHUWRPLJUDQWVZKRFURVVERUGHUVIRUSROLWLFDOZDUVDQGHFRQRPLFFDSLWDO
reasons (Jackson et al, 2004), in this age of globalisation, one group of border crossers have created an increasingly significant movement 
of people between nations. These are the foreign students who go abroad for their education, especially their tertiary education. Although 
some return home after getting their degrees, others remain to work in those countries, even taking up citizenship in their adopted 
countries. 
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0LQJ¶VDJHQF\DQGLQYHVWPHQWDUHHYLGHQFHGE\KLVQRWRQO\OHDUQLQJWKHVWDQGDUGYDULHW\
of Singapore English used in academic settings (often called Educated Singapore English) 
but also the local collRTXLDOYDULHW\³6LQJOLVK´+HLQGLFDWHGWKDWWKHOLQJXLVWLFUHVRXUFHV
he had been equipped with during his SM3 bridging course days had helped him 
overcome the initial difficulty he had with using English. After the bridging course, he 
employed several learning strategies to continue his efforts to improve his English: 
watching English news on television, interacting online with friends in English via email 
and chat rooms, interacting with locals (p. 228). During the EAP course in his first year as 
an undergraduate, he actively engaged in the learning activities and with his fellow 
VWXGHQWV2QRQHRFFDVLRQKHHDUQHGKLVWXWRU¶VSUDLVHIRUDQDFDGHPLFOLWHUDF\HYHQWD
group oral presentation (p. 230). All these efforts moved him as a legitimate peripheral 
participant towards the core of the community. The concept of legitimate peripheral 
participation was expounded by Lave & Wenger (1991) to highlight the situation that 
³OHDUQHUVLQHYLWDEO\SDUWLFLSDWHLQFRPPXQLWLHV of practitioners and that the mastery of 
knowledge and skill requires learners to move toward full participation in the 
VRFLRFXOWXUDOSUDFWLFHVRIDFRPPXQLW\´SThis case study of Ming as a legitimate 
peripheral participant acts as a parallel study to my multiple-case research as its focal 
participants were also PRC SM3 and therefore the younger counterparts of Ming. There 
were likely to be some common characteristics and transitions between them. 
 
$FFRUGLQJWR7HQJ¶VDQDO\VLVRI0LQJ¶VQDUUDWLYHVKLVLQZDUGWUDMHFWRU\LQhis 
Community of Academic Literacy Practice (CALP) in NUS was the result of three 
factors: the support of his family and friends, particularly those of the SM3 community; 
the learning resources, for example his teachers from the SM3 Intensive English course; 
and his motivation and initiative in using strategies such as creating opportunities for 
language practice and self-study. As a result of his socio-cultural and academic 
backgrounds in China and more recent socio-cultural and academic experiences in 
SingapoUH0LQJOLNHPDQ\RIKLVIHOORZ60VFKRODUVIRUPV³DQHZK\EULG60
LGHQWLW\´S7HQJSRLQWVRXWWKDWWKLVFRQVWUXFWLRQRILGHQWLW\WDNHs place against the 
background of the formation of the SM3 community which, uniquely, exists at two levels. 
The first is the physical, visible community that SM3 students participate in during the 
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first six months of their lives in Singapore when they are enrolled in the bridging course. 
7KHVHFRQGLV³DQLPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\WKDWFDQEHVDLGWRFRPSULVHDOOWKRVHwho 
FRQWLQXHWRLGHQWLI\WKHPVHOYHVDV60VFKRODUVDQGRUWKRVHZKRDUHLGHQWLILHGDVVXFK´
(p. 233). Thus, the vignette presents the process of how a transnational PRC student like 
Ming develops a new hybrid identity in a CALP as a result of his experiences in a new 
academic, linguistic and socio-cultural context. Although the analytical framework for 
this study is different from that for the current study, useful insights can still be drawn as 
to the characteristics of PRC SM3 learners and the kind of transitions they make in the 
NUS learning context. 
 
1.2.2 Western Contexts 
 
Turning now to recent research carried out on PRC students in study-abroad contexts in 
Western countries, we will survey studies that cover various aspects such as the affective 
dimension, strategy use, expectations, perceptions, adjustments to new cultures (of 
learning), pedagogical implications, learner beliefs, autonomy and recommendations for 
support. Though some of the studies may refer to a broader group of subjects, like East 
Asian learners, we can assume that the PRC Chinese learners are included within the 
group under study. Many of the studies come from the perspectives of ELT practitioners 
like university teachers and administrators and it is hoped that these perspectives will 
RIIHUXVHIXOLQVLJKWVIRUWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\LQWHUPVRIWKH35&VWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHU
characteristics, transitions and pedagogical implications.  
 
In British ELT circles, there has been a growing interest in international learners, 
especially the Chinese and other East Asian learners, with dedicated conferences and 
publications. For example, the 2004 International Conference organised by Portsmouth 
University had as its theme, Responding to the needs of Chinese learners in Higher 
Education. Many of these conferences and publications feature studies or reports on the 
(unmet) needs of Chinese students as learners and the socio-cultural, academic and 
linguistic difficulties they experience in their transition into their new learning contexts. 
Along with the reports on the problems, suggestions on pedagogical implications and 
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practical (mainly socio-cultural and administrative) support that can help alleviate the 
problems are also offered.  
 
In general, dissonance in expectations and perceptions between Chinese students and staff 
of a tertiary institution can present problems for both sides (Smith & Zhou, 2009). On the 
RQHKDQGWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDVUHSUHVHQWHGE\WKHVWDIIH[SHFWVWKHVWXGHQWVWR³FRPHDQG
FRQVXPHLWV>HGXFDWLRQ@VHUYLFH´XVLQJWKHVXSSRUWPHchanisms available to meet their 
needs, as learners who are mature, independent, critical and assertive. On the other hand, 
WKH\RXQJ&KLQHVHOHDUQHUVDUHDFFXVWRPHGWREHLQJ³HGXFDWHGDQGIRVWHUHGE\ 
DXWKRULWDWLYHDQGSDUHQWDOWHDFKHUV´ZKRDUHZRQWWRNQRZLQGLYLGXDOVWXGHQWV¶VWUHQJWKV
and weaknesses and provide the necessary help (p. 141). Thus, for these students, the 
GLIILFXOWLHVWKH\H[SHULHQFHLQWKHLU³WUDQVLWLRQ´WR8.KLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ³DULVHQRWRQO\
out of language barriers, perceived cultural differences, but also from their socialisation 
LQWRDGXOWKRRG´S7RDGGUHVVWKHGLVVRQDQFHEHWZHHQLQVWLWXWLRQDQGVWXGHQWVWKH
authors propose the following measures: more help to aid the Chinese students with 
developing their essay writing skillsLQVWLWXWLRQDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQRIWKHVWXGHQWV¶
³GHPRJUDSKLFDQGVRFLR-FXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQGV´DQGUHJXODULQIRUPDOPHHWLQJVIRUVWDII
and students at different levels (p. 142). 
 
&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶GHYHORSPHQWRIUHDGLQJVWUDWHJLHVLQ($3FRXUVHVZDVWKHVXEMHct of 
another study (Leedham, Errey, & Wickens, 2004) and the findings indicate that the 
students did not adopt what was being taught in the first term of a pre-sessional 
programme and only later in the year did they start to move forward in using suitable 
strategies and demonstrate real learning. This study suggests that acculturation is an 
important consideration in the planning of pre-sessional assessment schedules for Chinese 
students. 
 
Overcoming linguistic and cultural barriers is another issue facing Chinese students 
(Devlin & Peacock, 2006). Some Chinese students feel that the academics they 
encountered do not take into account the fact that their first language is not English. This 
difficulty is compounded when these students need time when formulating their questions 
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in English, which in turn may be interpreted as a lack of engagement.  Some also find it 
difficult to listen to their tutors. This aggravates their lack of confidence in asking 
questions, being unsure what has been said.  In terms of accommodation, they do not 
favour the practice of putting all the Chinese together. The students are very conscious of 
their difficulties with understanding the UK culture and working environments.  
In terms of the teacher-student relationship, whilst they anticipate a distinct hierarchy in 
XQLYHUVLWLHV&KLQHVHOHDUQHUVH[SHFW³DSURIHVVLRQDOFORVHQHVVWRWKHLUWXWRUV´(GZDUGV
& Ran, 2006. p. 30). They do not understand why UK tutors emphasise that students 
should only approach them in class or at appointed times. Thus, UK staff seem distant 
and impolite, and their encouragement to students to be independent is seen by Chinese 
VWXGHQWVDVLQGLIIHUHQFH2QWKHRWKHUKDQG8.DFDGHPLFVVHHPWR³VHH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV
as overly demanding. They are frustrated when the students do not speak in seminars then 
TXHXHXSODWHUWRVHHWKHP´S 
 
The different perspectives are also apparent in academic practices. Chinese students tend 
to develop their confidence in their skills through deference to the written word (Edwards 
& Ran, 2006). Thus, memorisation of texts is seen as providing social harmony and 
demonstrating respect for authors and persistence on the part of the student, perceived as 
a key characteristic in the Chinese culture of learning. However, according to UK 
expectations, Chinese students are seen as being weak in terms of critical analysis and 
problem solving. Also, Chinese students show their respect for their tutor through using 
his/her words. The level of their English proficiency may hamper attempts at 
paraphrasing. In this connection, the two researchers stress the developmental nature of 
SODJLDULVPZKLFKWDSHUVRIIE\DVWXGHQW¶VVHFRQGRUWKLUG\HDURIVWXG\DVLWLVSULPDULO\
an early-stage coping strategy. 
 
The classroom practice of using group work is culturally challenging for Chinese students 
who have to be persuaded of its usefulness (Edwards & Ran, 2006). A group consisting of 
entirely Chinese students is seen as reducing their opportunities for English language 
development on the one hand, but, on the other hand, it is also seen as increasing the 
sense of ownership of the activities. The two researchers view the polarisation of the two 
52 
 
approaches as unnecessary, so is frowning on the use of Mandarin in group discussions. 
³«VWXGHQWVWHQGWRPix languages and this can benefit the flow of the discussion and 
LPSURYHVWXGHQWV¶VSHFLILF(QJOLVKYRFDEXODU\ZKLFKFDQEHXVHGLQRWKHUVHWWLQJV´S
31). Overall, a more holistic and open-minded approach (with appropriate structures) is 
needed to support international students, including Chinese learners.  
'LIIHUHQWOHDUQLQJFXOWXUHVPD\DOVRJLYHULVHWR³OHDUQLQJVKRFN´IRUOHDUQHUVZKRPDNH
the transition to studying in the UK (Forland, 2006). The East Asian learner comes from a 
culture with a collectivistic tradition in which academic success is measured by the ability 
to reproduce knowledge while the culture of the UK is much more individualistic, in 
which academic success is measured by critical analysis and knowledge extension. 
Learning shock is deILQHGDV³«H[SHULHQFHVRIDFXWHIUXVWUDWLRQFRQIXVLRQDQGDQ[LHW\«
(when) exposed to unfamiliar learning and teaching methods, bombarded by unexpected 
and disorientating cues and subjected to ambiguous and conflicting expectations´ 
(Griffiths, Winstanley & Gabriel, 2005). Students suffering from learning shock may lose 
confidence, feel inadequately prepared and unable to engage with the learning 
environment.  
 
Similar problems may be faced by young postgraduate Chinese students in an American 
setting. According to Huang (2012), the transitioning challenges that these students face 
include dissonance with teachers in learning cultures in higher learning (Chinese and 
American), learning to live into adulthood and learning to learn in an adult learning 
setting (pp. 139-140). Thus, they experience both culture shock and learning shock (p. 
DQGQHHGVXSSRUWPHFKDQLVPVWKDW³FDQEHEXLOWLQWRWKHPHQWRULQJFXOWXUHWR
HQFRXUDJHFRPPXQLFDWLRQV´S7KH\PD\DOVRQHHGGLUHFWLRQVLQVHWWLQJOHDUQLQJ
goals and plans, and acquiring the necessary study skills (p. 145). 
 
Looking more specifically at learner actions, in terms of strategy use, Chinese students 
are found to use a wide range of strategies in one study, including metacognitive, 
cognitive, social/affective and compensation strategies to manage their adjustment to a 
new learning environment (Li, 2007). The four informants, all research students, were not 
enrolled in a formal language programme but they tried to manage their own second 
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language learning in a predominantly naturalistic environment. During the retrospective 
oral interviews they gave, they reported mainly metacognitive strategies, suggesting that 
they were self-directed learners attempting to manage their own learning informally. 
Another observation was that there seemed to be a dynamic relationship between the 
OHDUQHUV¶OHYHOVRISURILFLHQF\LQ(QJOLVKPRWLYDWLRQEHOLHIVDERXWODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJ
cultural habits of learning and their strategy use. However, there are no indications of 
strong cultural tendencies. These findings relate to my research as they suggest that 
learner characteristics do not operate separately but impact one another in an interrelated 
manner.  
 
Based on the above findings, several implications were offered for Chinese students in 
study-abroad contexts. For one, understanding and empathy would be helpful for these 
learners in their efforts to overcome the linguistic challenges they face. Secondly, beyond 
in-sessional language courses, institutional support may be needed. These include training 
sessions aimed at raising awareness of the processes and strategies in second language 
acquisition, support networks and/or onsite support for specific areas of weaknesses in 
their language. 
 
With regard to learner beliefs, do Chinese students experience any transition in a study-
abroad context? Hughes and Gao (2008) reported on a longitudinal questionnaire study 
WKDWLQYHVWLJDWHGFKDQJHVLQVWXGHQWV¶EHOLHIVDERXW(QJOLVKODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJDWWKH
University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC) which could be compared to a study-
DEURDGVLWXDWLRQ7KHVWXGHQWVRI811&DUHLQDµK\EULGLPPHUVLRQFRQWH[W¶ as the 
institution is an English medium university in a predominantly Chinese social and 
communicative situation. The results indicate that the learning setting does have an 
LPSDFWRQWKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHUV¶EHOLHIVZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHLUFRQILGHQFHDQ[LHW\LQOHDUQLQJ
and using English and the respective roles of the teacher and the student in learning. The 
English learning environment, it is VXJJHVWHGGRHVFRQWULEXWHWRWKHVWXGHQWV¶FRQILGHQFH 
The findings also show that the Chinese students in such a hybrid immersion context tend 
to take greater charge of their learning. This tendency is especially true for their language 
learning outside the classroom and points to the behaviour of autonomous learners. Such 
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DILQGLQJGRHVQRWFRQFXUZLWKWKH³W\SLFDO´SURILOHRISDVVLYHDQGGHSHQGHQW&KLQHVH
learners in the literature. Nevertheless, the students still defer to their teachers when it 
comes to monitoring progress and organising classroom activities. 7KXVD³PL[HG´
picture of the Chinese learner is presented here DVLQ6KL¶VVWXG\ 
 
7KH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU¶VSUHVHQFHLQWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOHGXFDWLRQDOVFHQHhas continued to 
grow in prominence and a dedicated volume, International Education and the Chinese 
Learner (Ryan & Slethaug, 2010), highlights their increasing numbers. It reports that 
³LQDORQHDFFRUGLQJWRWKHChina Daily, 200,000 students from China went 
aEURDG´:DQJFLWHGLQ6OHWKDXJS,QYLHZRI³WKHFRPSOH[LW\RI
international education in this age of globalized learning and the complexity of Chinese 
learners inside and outside China in many different coXQWULHVDQGFRQWH[WV´6OHWKDXJ
advocates further study of issues relating to these learners (p. 36). 
 
One aspect that the contributors to the volume take issue with is the Western view of the 
&KLQHVHOHDUQHUZKLFK³UHPDLQODUJHO\EDVHGRQRXWPRGHGDQGVWHreotypical 
DVVXPSWLRQV´5\DQS6KHDVVHUWV³LWLVLPSHUDWLYHWKDWWKRVHZRUNLQJZLWK
Chinese students, either in Chinese or Western contexts, have an informed understanding 
of the contemporary realities and complexities of both Anglophone and Asian educational 
FRQWH[WV´S7KH:HVWHUQ³VWHUHRW\SLFDODVVXPSWLRQV´HQFRPSDVVERWKSUHYDLOLQJ
µGHILFLW¶DQGPRUHUHFHQWµVXUSOXV¶YLHZVRI&KLQHVHOHDUQHUVS:HVWHUQWHDFKHUV
RIWHQVHHPWRLGHQWLI\µGHILFLWV¶WKDWWKHLULQWHUQDWLRQDOLQFluding Chinese, students lack 
³LQFRQWUDVWWRDFDGHPLFYDOXHVVXSSRVHGO\SRVVHVVHGE\:HVWHUQVWXGHQWV´S
GHVFULELQJWKHIRUPHUDV³URWHSDVVLYHDQGVXSHUILFLDOOHDUQHUVODFNLQJFULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ
VNLOOV´S2QWKHRWKHUKDQGµVXUSOXV¶WKHRULes often depict CHC learners as 
SRVVHVVLQJ³&RQIXFLDQHGXFDWLRQDOYDOXHV´DQGWKXVWKH\DUHFRRSHUDWLYHGLOLJHQWGHHS
OHDUQHUVZLWK³DKLJKUHJDUGIRUHGXFDWLRQ´S5\DQPDLQWDLQVWKDWWKHVHSRODULsed 
stereotypes are unhelpful, and even harmful and offensive to the Chinese students: 
international students she has worked with have highlighted ³their loss of identity and 
self-esteem´ (pp. 49-50). The contributor thus argues for ³a GDLO\QHJRWLDWLRQSURFHVV«LQ
the direct contact between teachers and VWXGHQWVLQPRUHJOREDOL]HGFRQWH[WV´S 
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The issues of culture, identity and contexts are taken up by other contributors to the 
volume. Vinther offers interesting insights from her teaching experience at the University 
of Southern Denmark (USD), where Chinese students FRPSULVH³the second largest 
foreign student population, outnumbered only by students from the other Scandinavian 
FRXQWULHV´SVinther underlines the need to understand the attitudes of the 
learners and ³their co-existence with the prevailing expectations at the receiving 
universities´WKDWLVWKHOHDUQHUV¶DGDSWDWLRQLQ³WKHFRQWH[WRIWKHHGXFDWLRQDO
HQYLURQPHQW´S 
 
At the USD, ³WKHH[SHFWDWLRQLVWKDWVWXGHQWVDUHDFWLYHLQFKRRVLQJIRUWKHPVHOYHV´DW
the same time, there is little tendency to tag Chinese learners with a cultural group 
identity (p. 116). In comparing Chinese, Southern European and local students, Vinther 
found that both foreign student groups ³H[SHFWDFHUWDLQDPRXQWRIURWHOHDUQLQJDQG
reSURGXFWLRQRIWKHWHDFKHUV¶OHFWXUHV´S. Yet, it appears that the Chinese students 
adapt more successfully to their new environment than their Southern European 
counterparts: they take Danish lessons, work part-time like Scandinavian students, and 
travel to other European countries. All this results in the Chinese learners building mutual 
understanding and relationships with Danes and other groups, even outside USD. Citing 
another qualitative study which compared Chinese learners with European ones 
(Bissonauth-Bedford & Coverdale-Jones, 2002, cited in Vinther, 2010, pp. 121-122), 
Vinther indicates that both groups expect the existence of a power-distance component in 
the teacher-student relationship, expressing the need for respect to teachers. Yet, the 
Chinese students tried quickly to adjust to the culture of mutual respect and democratic 
interaction expected in the Danish classroom.  7KXV³WKHWDFLWFXOWXUDO-context knowledge 
QHHGVWREHPDGHPRUHYLVLEOH´WRIDFLOLWDWH³DZDUHQHVV-UDLVLQJ´and to help international, 
including Chinese, students adjust to new learning contexts (p. 126). 
 
The issues of student identity and learning context were also explored in a comparative 
study of Chinese and Vietnamese students by Phan, McPherron & Phan (2011). Though 
this was not a strictly study-abroad context, the study has illuminating findings on 
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Chinese learners. The results indicate that for ERWKJURXSV³VWXGHQWVDQGWHDFKHUVGRQRW
just have multiple identities, bXW«multiple identifications´ (p. 152). The word 
identification points to the ongoing work of all identity processes in ELT classes where 
WHDFKHUVDQGVWXGHQWV³DGRSW«PDQ\GLVFRXUVHVLGHDVDQGDIILOLDWLRQV´S 152). This is 
an interesting perspective of the evolving identities of Chinese students and their English 
teachers in specific learning contexts.  
 
Before we conclude this section, it may be helpful to consider yet another perspective. So 
IDUWKHOLWHUDWXUHKDVIRFXVHGRQWKHOHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFHRI³WKH&KLQHVHOHDUQHU´LQ
study-abroad contexts as a one-way phenomenon. However, in this age of globalisation 
and unprecedented academic mobility, international education should not be regarded as 
only from the West to the East (Ryan, 2013). There are possibilities for building mutual 
understanding and adaptation (Xu, 2011). This two-way exchange can result in Western 
WHDFKHUVDQGVWXGHQWVOHDUQLQJIURP³WKHZHDOWKRIH[SHULHQFHDQGNQRZOHGJHWKDW
&KLQHVHVWXGHQWVDQGDFDGHPLFVEULQJWRWKH:HVWHUQDFDGHP\´5\DQS 
 
With the above call for mutual learning, we have come full circle in our survey of 
literature on Chinese learners. In this section, we can see a thread that runs through the 
different study-abroad contexts for PRC students. There are indeed obstacles to living and 
learning in their new L2 contexts as mentioned by Byram and Feng (2006). However, 
whether these impediments appear in the form of language barriers, academic difficulties, 
cultural differences (local, institutional, higher education, etc.) or more personal 
challenges, they are not insurmountable. As demonstrated by many of the researchers 
above, there is growing awareness of the needs of this group of students as they make the 
transition to higher education in their host countries. Equally important is the increasing 
awareness of what changes and help are needed to support these learners. For the current 
study, these findings can provide insights on learner characteristics and transitions. They 
can also inform the pedagogical implications to be drawn from the current study to help 
learners succeed. These learners do want to succeed in their education abroad as a 
stepping stone to a bright future in life, and they are willing to make the necessary effort 
WRDFKLHYHWKHLUJRDOV7KHH[DPSOHRI0LQJLQ7HQJ¶VVtudy should inspire us that 
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VXFFHVVVWRULHVDUHZLWKLQRXUVWXGHQWV¶JUDVSLIRQO\WKH\UHDFKRXWIRUWKHPZLWKDOOWKH
support that they can garner from teachers, institution and community.   
 
1.3 Summing Up 
 
I was interested to learn about my Chinese VWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGWKH
WUDQVLWLRQVWKH\H[SHULHQFHGLQWKHLUQHZOHDUQLQJFRQWH[WLQ1867KURXJKP\GHFDGH¶V
experience of working with these learners, I had developed some insights of the 
characteristics that seemed to stand out and undergo change: beliefs, motivation, 
strategies, affect, identities. In the foregoing literature review, I found support for my 
intuition, as these themes were recurrent strands in the discussion. Accordingly, these 
themes, together with TCCL and the NUS learning context, would constitute the a priori 
categories that I would focus on in the design and data analysis of my research project, 
which will be discussed in the following chapter, Methodology. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
58 
 
Chapter 2: METHODOLOGY 
 
What kinds of methods are best suited for a qualitative study of the characteristics of a 
group of learners and their transitions in a new learning context? What instruments can a 
researcher use to collect data for a longitudinal study spanning close to five years?  These 
were the questions I had to work through as I carried out my research project on my PRC 
students. In this chapter on the methodology of my study, I will give an overview of the 
research design and the focal participants as well as the instruments used. Throughout the 
overview, I will show how the design is informed by relevant literature and provide 
rationale for the choices of methods and instruments. Next, I will describe the process of 
data collection. Finally, I will conclude the chapter by explaining the decisions and steps 
taken during the process of analysing the data. Before we proceed further, it may be 
helpful to reiterate the questions which guided the research design and methodology.  
 
1. What are some key learner characteristics of PRC students and what transitions, 
if any, do they make in their English learning as a result of studying in NUS? 
 
2. What pedagogical implications can I draw from the findings? 
 
2.1 Qualitative Research  
 
Due to the qualitative nature of my study, I started by looking at some general principles 
of this branch of research. According to Denzin (2004): 
 
Underneath the complexities and contradictions that define this field rest three 
common commitments.  The first reflects the belief that the world of human 
experience must be studied from the point of view of the historically and culturally 
situated individual. Second, qualitative researchers will persist in working outward 
from their own biographies to the world of experiences that surround them. Third, 
scholars will continue to value and seek to produce works that speak clearly and 
powerfully about these worlds (p. 467). 
 
59 
 
'HQ]LQ¶VYLHZRIWKHXQGHUO\LQJSULQFLSOHVRITXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKDERYHSXWVLQWRZRUGV
what I have felt about my work and research as I sought to understand and support my 
PRC students in their learning journeys. I found that their world as learners overlapped 
with mine as a learner, teacher and researcher. In the Introduction, I narrated my own 
journey from being a young learner of both Chinese and English, due to my family 
background and the bilingual education policy of Singapore, to teaching English at 
university and researching the world of the PRC learners I came into contact with. I 
believe that unique experience and perspective prepared me to regard the PRC learners 
that came under my charge with interest and empathy. Thus, without my realising it, 
when I embarked on the research project, I was working out from my own experience as 
a-once-upon-a-time L2 learner of English to the experience of these learners¶WUDQVLWLQJ
into an ESL context. Moreover, I wanted also to give these students a voice so that the 
world will see them as real people with their unique personal as well as cultural history. 
For the world to hear their voices, the methodology of my research must allow them to 
speak as authentically as possible.  
 
The next issue I researched ZDV³:KDWGRHVTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKLQDSSOLHGOLQJXLVWLFV
HQWDLOLQSUDFWLFH"´ One of the most comprehensive coverage of this subject I came across 
was in Duff (2008). Among her references to literature, she quoted from Denzin and 
Lincoln (2005):  
 
Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical 
materials ± case study, personal experience; introspection; life story; interviews; artifacts; 
cultural texts and productions; observational, historical and visual texts ± that describe 
URXWLQHDQGSUREOHPDWLFPRPHQWVDQGPHDQLQJVLQLQGLYLGXDOV¶OLYHV$FFRUGLQJO\
qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices, hoping 
always to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand. It is understood, 
however, that each practice makes the world visible in a different way. Hence, there is 
frequently a commitment to using more than one interpretative practice in any study (p. 4, 
cited in Duff, 2008, p. 27). 
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Qualitative research, as the above quotation suggests, is multi-faceted in its methods and 
instruments, practices and interpretations. Moreover, further reading pointed to its use in 
different disciplines in a variety of ways, reflecting a continuum of paradigms from 
³SRVLWLYLVWWRSRVWSRVLWLYLVWDQGIURPPRGHUQWRSRVWPRGHUQDQGFULWLFDOXVLQJYDULRXV
FRPELQDWLRQVRIPHWKRGV´'XIIS7KXVTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKRIten embraces a 
broad range of research beliefs and sources of information for analysis in the process 
XVXDOO\UHIHUUHGWRDVWULDQJXODWLRQ³'DWDPHWKRGVSHUVSHFWLYHVWKHRULHVDQGHYHQ
researchers can be triangulated in order to produce either converging or diverging 
REVHUYDWLRQVDQGLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV´'XIIS(PSKDVLVLVDOVRSODFHGRQVWXG\LQJDQG
interpreting observable phenomena in context which are naturally occurring ones. It was 
to this richness, diversity and naturalness of qualitative research that I gravitated for my 
SURMHFWDV,ZDVLQWHUHVWHGLQWKHWUDQVLWLRQVLQWKHLQQHUODQGVFDSHVRIP\VWXGHQWV¶
worlds as they moved from one context to another, contexts which were socio-cultural, 
linguistic and academic. Moreover, I intuitively sensed that no one theory or system could 
account for the learner characteristics they manifested, that is, not just SLA or TCCL nor 
motivation or L2 selves.  
 
To complicate the matter for myself, I was aware of the debate on the value of qualitative 
inquiry versus quantitative research. QXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKLVVWLOOVRPHWLPHVYLHZHGDV³D
OHVVUREXVWDQGOHVVPDWXUHIRUPRIVFKRODUO\LQTXLU\´WKDQTXDQWLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKDuff, 
2008, p. 31). In some perspectives, qXDOLWDWLYHLQTXLU\LVQRWFRQVLGHUHG³VFLHQWLILF´DVLW
LVQRWEDVHGRQTXDQWLILDEOH³UHVHDUFK´WKDWLVDOPRVWV\QRQ\PRXVDV³H[SHULPHQWV´
(Richards, 2003, p. 6). However, I was heartened by a positive wind of change as 
TXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKKDGEHHQJDLQLQJJUHDWHUUHFRJQLWLRQIRULWVLQTXLU\LQWR³WKHnon-
OLQHDUHPHUJHQWG\QDPLFDQGFRPSOH[LQWHUDFWLRQV´ZLWKLQVSHFLILFVHWWLQJVS I 
ZDVIXUWKHUHQFRXUDJHGE\6LOYHUPDQ¶VDVVHUWLRQWKDW³DQLQVLVWHQFHWKDWDQ\UHVHDUFK
worth its salt should follow a purely quantitative logic would simply rule out the study of 
PDQ\LQWHUHVWLQJSKHQRPHQD«7KHPDLQVWUHQJWKRITXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKLVLWVDELOLW\WR
VWXG\SKHQRPHQDZKLFKDUHVLPSO\XQDYDLODEOHHOVHZKHUH´S+HDGGVWKDWLQ
some qualitative research, small numbers of text and documents may be analysed, 
provided that the objectives are clear and the study has sufficient rigour and depth.  
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However, against this distinction between the qualitative and quantitative, we have to 
beware of making the mistake of perpetuating an artificial dichotomy between qualitative 
and quantitative research, as Richards (2003) points out. Qualitative research does not 
imply that there should be nothing quantitative about it. If there are times that more 
precise quantification can contribute to a better understanding of what we are pursuing, 
we do well to avail ourselves of this resource. Degrees of precision are matters to be 
GHWHUPLQHGLQWKHFRXUVHRIWKHUHVHDUFK5LFKDUGTXRWHV+DPPHUVOH\³ZKRSXWVWKH
ILQJHURQWKHUHDOLVVXH´ 
 
«RXUGHFLVLRQVDERXWZKDWOHYel of precision is appropriate in relation to any particular 
claim should depend on the nature of what we trying to describe, on the likely accuracy of 
our descriptions, on our purposes, and on the resources available to us; not on ideological 
commitment to one methodological paradigm or another (Hammersley, 1992, cited in 
Richards, 2003, p. 11). 
 
I found further support for taking a qualitative approach to my study of the PRC students 
LQ5LFKDUGV¶DIILUPDWLRQ. He gives three strengths of qualitative inquiry, especially 
in TESOL. Firstly, it allows for a first-hand idea of what really takes place in classrooms, 
VFKRROVDQGFRPPXQLWLHV6HFRQGO\WKHTXDOLWDWLYHDSSURDFKLVD³SHUVRQ-centred 
HQWHUSULVH´ZKLOHKXPDQEHLQJVDUHFRPSOH[DQG³ZRQGHUIXOO\Ddept at confounding the 
VRUWRISUHGLFWLRQVWKDWRSHUDWHLQWKHQDWXUDOZRUOG´S%XWDVWHDFKHUVZRUNLQJLQD
professional context, we can find mutual help in our shared insights and experiences. 
Thirdly, as qualitative inquiry depends on engagement with the lived world, the 
investigative process may have a profound impact on the researchers and, hence, a 
potential for transforming them.  
 
,ZRXOGOLNHWRFRQFOXGHWKLVVHFWLRQZLWK5LFKDUGV¶(2003) very clear outline of six 
characteristics of qualitative research. Because of its clarity and succinctness, I have 
decided to reproduce below the table he uses to encapsulate what qualitative inquiry will 
do and will not do (p. 10): 
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It will: It will not: 
 
x Study human actors in natural 
settings, in the context of their 
ordinary, everyday world; 
x Seek to understand the meanings 
and significance of these actions 
from the perspectives of those 
involved; 
x Usually focus on a small number 
of (possibly just one) individuals, 
groups or settings;  
x Employ a range of methods in 
order to establish perspectives on 
the relevant issues;  
x Base its analysis on a wide range 
of features;  
x Only use quantification where this 
is appropriate for specific purposes 
and as part of a broader approach. 
 
x Set up artificial situations for the 
purpose of study or try to control 
the conditions under which 
participants act; 
x Attempt to describe human 
behaviour in terms of a limited set 
of pre-determined categories; 
x Attempt to study a large 
population identified on the basis 
of particular characteristics; 
x Base its findings on a single 
perspective or feature; 
 
x Base its analysis on a single 
feature; 
 
x Represent its findings in primarily 
quantitative terms. 
 
Table 2.1 Characteristics of Qualitative Research 
 
Table 2.1 above also summarises what I have attempted to do through the methodology of 
the current study, where I worked and reworked the research design and questions in 
order to achieve a robust qualitative inquiry. My study was based on real students in a 
natural setting: PRC students transiting from high school in China to university in 
Singapore, from an EFL context to an ESL one. I was seeking to understand the lived 
world of this small group of participants, the significance of their actions and perceptions 
through multiple theories (for example, TCCL and social identity, motivation and L2 
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selves) and instruments (diaries, interviews, autobiography and case studies). 
Quantification was used only when appropriate as in the analysis of the affective domain; 
I counted the number of times feelings were mentioned in the data. Thus, my 
investigation into this branch of inquiry prepared me for conducting my research project. 
 
2.2 Focal Participants  
 
The Introduction detailed how I arrived at the decision to focus on the seven NUS 
students who responded to the email interview. To give the reader an overview of these 
seven focal participants of the multiple-case qualitative study, I have summarised their 
vital information in Table 2.2 below: 
 
Pseudonym Gender Major for UDP Occupation after Graduation 
SJW Male Physics PhD student, NUS 
RYP Male Computational Biology Research Assistant, NUS 
SCC Male Quantitative Finance PhD student, John Hopkins U. 
QU Female Biology PhD student, NUS 
SQ Female Quantitative Finance Officer in a technology firm 
QC Male Environmental Engineering Research Assistant, NUS 
TC Male Physics Research Assistant, NTU 
 
Table 2.2 Focal Participants of Multiple-case Study  
 
However, these students were not mere statistics which could be neatly tabulated. Beyond 
the facts that they started learning English in late childhood or early adolescence, were 
recruited from soPHRI&KLQD¶VEHVWXQLYHUVLWLHV and joined NUS at the average age of 19, 
they had varied regional and social backgrounds. To provide a fuller picture of them as 
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real people, I include some biodata they have voluntarily disclosed and some impressions 
I have formed in the sketches below.  
 
SJW hailed from a large industrialised city of North China's Hebei province. Besides his 
parents, he mentioned an older brother. I had the impression that his scholarship meant 
much to the family, which might account partly for his strong ambition. He also revealed 
KLVSDUHQWV¶SUHIHUHQFHRI6LQgapore over America for his PhD studies. SJW struck me as 
being a high achiever and thus his direct entry to an NUS doctorate programme was no 
surprise. What surprised me was how much he integrated with the community during his 
Student Exchange Programme (SEP) in America despite his independent personality. 
 
RYP seemed the opposite of SJW, placid, as his name signifies, and preferred to take life 
³QDWXUDOO\´DVLWFRPHV+RZHYHUKLVUHIOHFWLRQVRQKLV(QJOLVKMRXUQH\LQGLFDWHGD
thoughtful and sensitive approach to life. The only son of loving parents and grandson of 
a doting grandfather, he mentioned sailing trips and other details which suggested a 
FRPIRUWDEOHKRPHVLWXDWHGLQDODUJHFLW\LQ=KHMLDQJSURYLQFHRQ&KLQD¶VDIIOXHQW
eastern seaboard. His other hobbies included following online bird forums and computer 
games. Though usually reticent, he was pleasant and much-liked by his SM3 group.  
 
SCC came from the same city and university as RYP; they were both easy-going 
characters. However, SCC was much more visionary, envisaging a future where English 
would be imperative for advancement. He thus prepared himself by earnestly studying 
English from secondary school onwards using TCCL strategies, as well as enrolling for 
tuition at New Oriental School (NOS), a famous private language school. All this was 
made possible with strong moral and financial home support. He was probably the most 
successful student in his BC group, being exempted from EAP course upon  
matriculation. 
 
QU, coming from a large city in Hubei province in Central China, was another student 
who had her eye on the world. She aspired to be a research scientist in an Anglophone 
country. To attain that goal, she had been studying English from primary school onwards 
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and also attended the NOS. Her parents held intellectually demanding jobs and provided 
QU with computers, software, mp3 players, tapes and books. Complementing the diverse 
resources, she was also a determined strategist who experimented with different 
techniques to expedite learning. Among her female classmates, QU shone as being 
possibly the most articulate and exuberant. 
 
SQ was the other female student among the participants. In contrast to QU, she 
conformed more to the image of the reticent TCCL learner in class. She seemed to enjoy 
the BC in her gentle way, however. Yet, the data revealed that she was no conformist as 
she critiqued the exam-driven system in China, and the curriculum and pedagogy of the 
BC. Of her early life, SQ mentioned that she came from the province of Shandong in 
North China and documented her diligent preparation for the Gaokao and her feelings 
surrounding that period.  
 
QC came from a rural community near a relatively small city in Shaanxi province in 
West China. In his diary, QC documented extensively his memories surrounding his early 
days. It was fascinating to learn that his immediate family lived in a cave dwelling in the 
same ancestral farmland as the house for the extended family. He was the most unique 
character among the focal participants not only for his background but also for his 
pronounced Chinese cultural identity. Initially, he wrote Chinese poetry and resisted 
learning more English than necessary. Happily, the latter changed towards the end of the 
UDP.  
 
TC began hiVDXWRELRJUDSK\E\WHOOLQJXVWKDWKH³ZDVERUQLQDPHGLXPVL]HWRZQLQ
FHQWUDOVRXWK&KLQD´ZKLFK,JDWKHUHGWREHLQ+XQDQSURYLQFH+LVSDUHQWVZHOO-
educated judging from their professions, advocated a good beginning to learning English 
and provided for tuition classes. I had the impression that TC was diffident during the 
%&DQLPSUHVVLRQFORVHWRWKH³SDVVLYHOHDUQHU´SRUWUD\HGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUH<HWLQWKH
data, especially the latter ones, he was far from the stereotype. He was not only a learner 
DQGXVHUEXWDWKLQNHUZKRUHIOHFWHGGHHSO\RQKLVDQGRWKHUV¶OHDUQLQJ 
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It is hoped that these brief profiles will give the reader some idea of the focal participants 
before we proceed further in discussing the research design. 
 
2.3 Choice of Instruments 
 
An important principle of current qualitative research is the triangulation of data through 
multiple perspectives of phenomena, which increases the internal validity of the study. 
However, triangulation need not be confined to the contrast or integratiRQRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶
DQGUHVHDUFKHUV¶SHUVSHFWLYHV³5HVHDUFKPHWKRGVWKHPVHOYHVPD\DOVREHWULDQJXODWHG
(e.g., in mixed-method research), theory may be triangulated when the same phenomenon 
is examined through different theoretical lenses and from the standpoints of researchers in 
different fields, data collection techniques and results can be triangulated (e.g., 
REVHUYDWLRQVLQWHUYLHZVGRFXPHQWDQDO\VLVDQGVRRQ´'XIIS7KXV
besides studying the learners through the theoretical perspectives of SLA, TCCL and 
social identity, I decided to use a variety of instruments for triangulation in order to 
increase the validity of the study. 
 
During my longitudinal project to study the transitions that the PRC learners made in the 
course of their studies, I used four instruments for triangulation. As mentioned in the 
,QWURGXFWLRQ,VWDUWHGZLWKWKHOHDUQHUGLDU\ZLWKLQWKHILUVW\HDURIWKHVWXGHQWV¶
MRLQLQJWKHXQLYHUVLW\,QRUGHUWRVWXG\WKHWUDQVLWLRQRIWKH35&VWXGHQWV¶DWWULEXWHV
conceptualisations and actions, the instruments used must be able to capture the changes 
in their beliefs, attitudes, motivations, strategies, feelings, etc., over a substantial block of 
time. A learner journal, or diary for short, is thought to be a suitable tool for longitudinal 
qualitative studies. This strength of the diary serves my purposes well and thus I decided 
to adopt it as the first instrument of my project. At the end of that first year, I carried out a 
face-to-face interview with 36 of the original respondents to the diary study. Together 
these two methods of collecting data formed the first stage of my study.  The second stage 
ZDVFRQGXFWHGQHDUWKHHQGRIWKHVWXGHQWV¶WHQXUHLQWKHXQLYHUVLW\,ILUVWXVHGDQHPDLO
interview and followed up with questions for clarification where necessary. From among 
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the seven NUS students who responded to the email questionnaire, I invited one to write 
an autobiographical account of his journey in learning English.  
 
Why did I choose to use these four kinds of instruments for this study, namely, learner 
diaries, face-to-face interviews, email interviews and autobiography? What are their 
characteristics, strengths and limitations? In the following sections, I will provide an 
overview of the characteristics of these instruments and the reasons for my choice. 
 
2.3.1 Learner Diaries  
 
%ORRUDQG:RRGGHILQHGWKHGLDU\LQUHVHDUFKDV³WKHUHFRUGLQJRIDFWLYLWLHVDQG
H[SHULHQFHVXVXDOO\LQZULWWHQIRUPDWZLWKLQVSHFLILFHSLVRGHVRIWLPH´S7KH
approaches to using diaries in research vary basically according to the degree of structure 
imposed within the diary: unstructured accounts, semi-structured reports of key activities 
or emotions, structured logs of events with relatively little commentary. Bloor and Wood 
noted that diaries are often used alongside qualitative interviews with the same subject. 
7KHGLDU\EHFRPHVDQ³aide-memoire´SIRUERWKWKHUHVSRQGHQWDQGUHVHDUFKHU
while the interview provides the opportunity to clarify events recorded in the diary. An 
H[DPSOHRIVXFKDFRPSOHPHQWDU\DSSURDFKZDV1RUWRQ¶VVWXG\RIILYHDGXOWPLJUDQW
women learning English in Canada (2000). In such cases, the subjects themselves 
³EHFRPHDGMXQFWHWKQRJUDSKHUVRIWKHLURZQFLUFXPVWDQFHV´%ORRU	:RRGS
51).  
 
The advantages of using the learner diary or journal as an instrument has been well-
documented, the most obvious being the ability to aid recall of events and to provide data 
garnered over extended time periods (Bloor & Wood, 2006, p. 52). Various studies have 
XQGHUOLQHGWKHIDFWWKDWGLDULHVFDQSURYLGHYDOXDEOHGDWDRQVWXGHQWV¶VRXUFHVRI
motivation (Coare & Thomson, 1996), self-analysis of difficulties and achievements 
(Miyuki, 2001) and their attitudes towards language learning and language in general 
)ORZHUGHZ'LDULHVFDQDOVRUHYHDOVWXGHQWV¶XVHRIVWUDWHJLHV7HQJ
Vickers & Morgan, 2003), their growth in metacognitive awareness over time (Young & 
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Fong, 2003) and learner characteristics (Fong, 2006b). They have also reflected the nature 
RIODQJXDJHDFTXLVLWLRQOHDUQHUV¶KLGGHQDQ[LHW\DQGRXW-of-class activities (Vickers & 
0RUJDQ3HGDJRJLFDOO\DQDO\VLQJVWXGHQWV¶IHHGEDFNLQGLDULHVKDVOHGWHDFKHUVWR
plan more effective classes (Gray, 1998; Miyuki, 2001). 
 
As for the disadvantages of using diaries in research, the possible limitations are sample 
bias and attrition. The commitment to keeping a diary may be prolonged and become 
increasingly burdensome. Furthermore, some subjects may modify their behavior as a 
result of reporting their activities in a diary. Thus, a diary study has to be carefully 
managed to avoid these pitfalls, and triangulation could be considered to mitigate the 
limitations. 
 
)RUP\VWXG\RIWKH35&OHDUQHUV¶WUDQVLWLRQVLQ(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ,GHFLGHGRQWKHOHDUQHU
diary as an initial means of collecting data for the following reasons. The diary, kept for a 
fairly extended period of around four months, would show up transitions, if any, in the 
OHDUQHUV¶EHOLHIVPRWLYDWLRQVWUDWHJLHVDQGRWKHUIDFWRUV6HFRQGO\,KDYHXVHGWKHGLDU\
in two previous smaller studies that convinced me of the value of the diary as a research 
tool (Young & Fong, 2003; Fong, 2006b). Thirdly, I wanted the students to benefit from 
the project and diary keeping has many advantages as mentioned in the literature. Lastly, 
the diary will be a valuable record to the students of their English learning in the initial 
stage of tertiary education.  
 
The next TXHVWLRQDQHZUHVHDUFKHUPD\DVNLV³+RZVKRXOG,FRQGXFWP\GLDU\VWXG\"´
Alaszewski, in his book devoted to the subject of using diaries for social research (2006), 
advises researchers to first decide the way they will structure the diary. They also need to 
explain the purpose of diary keeping and the diaries, and persuade individuals to keep one 
especially for the research. They may need to provide guidance on the ways they would 
like the diary to be kept and develop a mechanism for checking the accuracy of the 
records (2006, pp. 67-68).  
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Besides structuring the diaries and giving written instructions, more personal ways to 
influence the participants are face-to-face training sessions with individuals or groups and 
feedback on initial entries. The researchers can also address any questions from the 
participants through these channels. Maintaining regular contact and open communication 
with the diarists is crucial so that problems can be quickly identified and dealt with. 
Studies should be designed to be user-friendly (Alaszewski, 2006, pp. 68-71). In addition, 
they can also adopt the diary-interview method to encourage diarists towards focusing on 
issues relevant to the research.  
 
To prepare the ground for my project, I gave to each of my SM3 students a letter 
introducing the diary study and inviting participation on a voluntary basis (see pp. 82-84 
for a copy of the letter). I also explained details and gave time for questions. The purpose 
JLYHQZDVDJHQHUDORQH³,DPLQWHUHVWHGLQVWXG\LQJKRZ&KLQHVe students in China and 
DEURDGDSSURDFKWKHOHDUQLQJRI(QJOLVK´,QWKHFRQFOXVLRQ,DOVRDGGHGWKDWWKHLU
participation would help me and others better meet the needs of PRC students like 
themselves. At the UNNC, Ms Elizabeth Clark helped me distribute the letters to her 
Foundation Year EAP students and explain the necessary details. The students had about 
two weeks to decide whether to join the project and start sending entries via email. (I 
asked both groups for their written consent to use the data for my research and the letters 
they signed are available for inspection.) I usually read the diary entries within the same 
week or fortnight they were received and replied to any questions in the email. Where 
necessary or appropriate, I also encouraged the students in their learning and the personal 
concerns expressed. Thus, the diary project was able to sustain itself for about four 
months (from early February to early June 2006). 
 
2.3.2 Interviews 
 
%ORRUDQG:RRGGHILQHLQWHUYLHZVDV³WKHHOLFLWDWLRQRIUHVHDUFKGDWDWKURXJK
TXHVWLRQLQJRIUHVSRQGHQWV´S7KH\IXUWKHUGLVWLQJXLVKEHWZHHQTXDQWLWDWLYHRU
µVWUXFWXUHG¶LQWHUYLHZVDQGTXDOLWDWLYHRUµVHPL-VWUXFWXUHG¶RUµGHSWK¶RU
µHWKQRJUDSKLF¶LQWHUYLHZV7KHIRUPHUKDYHDVHPL-formal character and are conducted 
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in surveys with a standardized schedule while the latter have a more informal 
FRQYHUVDWLRQDOFKDUDFWHULQIRUPHGSDUWO\E\WKHLQWHUYLHZHU¶VSUH-existing topic guide 
and partly by the emerging concerns during the interview.  
 
What general principles on interviewing are there to guide a new researcher like me who 
was using this method for the first time? Silverman makes four observations about 
interviews (2006, p. 112): 
 
1. No special skills are required «LWLQYROYHVMXVWWU\LQJWRLQWHUDFWZLWKWKDWVSHFLILF
SHUVRQWU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHLUH[SHULHQFHRSLQLRQLGHDV« 
2. The interview is collaboratively produced. Both interviewer and interviewee use 
their mundane skills. 
3. Interviewers are active participants.  While qualitative interviewers do not 
attempt to monopolize the conversation, neither do they fade into the background. 
4. 1RRQHLQWHUYLHZLQJVW\OHLVµEHVW¶«7KHUHDUHQRSULQFLSOHGJURXQGVWRDVVXPH
WKDWµSDVVLYLW\¶RUµDFWLYLW\¶ZRUNVEHVW« 
 
In observations 2 and 3 above, Silverman highlights the collaborative nature of interviews 
while 1 and 4 indicate that he may not put emphasis on any special or formal interview 
skills or styles.  
 
By contrast, Richards (2003), while he also advocates a collaborative relationship 
between interviewer and interviewee, underlines the importance of interview types, 
WHFKQLTXHVVWUXFWXUHHYDOXDWLRQDQGDQDO\VLVDVWKHTXDOLWDWLYHLQWHUYLHZQHHGVWR³JR
deeper, to pursue understanding in all its complex, elusive and shifting forms; and to 
achieve this we need to establish a relationship with people that enables us to share in 
WKHLUSHUFHSWLRQRIWKHZRUOG´S+HVWUHVVHVWKHQHHGWRGHYHORSJRRG open-minded 
listening and self-critical interactional skills as the researcher hones his judgement in his 
craft of interviewing. 
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In terms of the techniques, beginning with sensitive listening, interviewers should also be 
supportive in response, prompting and checking where appropriate. They should also 
consider the question types used and their potential contribution to eliciting the 
information required (Richards, 2003, pp. 56-57). An elicitation technique that is useful 
DVD³GHIDXOWSDWWHUQRIHQTXLU\LVWKDWRISURJUHVVLYHIRFXVLQJ«EHJLQZLWKDgeneral 
TXHVWLRQWKHQJUDGXDOO\IRFXVLQRQPRUHVSHFLILFIHDWXUHV´S$QRWKHUWHFKQLTXH
involves offering a metaphor or telling a story, or even showing a picture; this can avoid 
getting a stock response that is often given to straightforward questions.  
 
How is the interview impacted by the relative social positions of the interviewee and 
interviewer? According to Miller and *ODVVQHU³WKLVLVDSUDFWLFDOFRQFHUQ«DVD
result of social distances, interviewees may not trust us, they may not understand our 
TXHVWLRQVRUWKH\PD\SXUSRVHO\PLVOHDGXVLQWKHLUUHVSRQVHV´Sp. 127-128). On the 
other hand, they assert that social differences may be used to advantage if they allow 
individuals to articulate their feelings about their life experiences, especially when the 
interviewees can recognise themselves as experts on a subject to someone usually 
FRQVLGHUHGVRFLDOO\VXSHULRU,WLVERWK³HPSRZHULQJDQGLOOXPLQDWLQJ´S7KXV
LQWHUYLHZHUVVKRXOGZRUNDWEXLOGLQJUDSSRUWWKURXJK³HVWDEOLVKLQJtrust and familiarity, 
VKRZLQJJHQXLQHLQWHUHVWDVVXULQJFRQILGHQWLDOLW\DQGQRWEHLQJMXGJPHQWDO´S 
 
What media can we exploit for conducting interviews in qualitative research? Normally, 
qualitative interviews are conducted face to face but it may sometimes be difficult, for 
various reasons, to set up mutually feasible meeting times or venues. Telephone 
interviews can be arranged instead, though they could prove to be an imperfect and 
possibly challenging substitute. In this case, the interview can be recorded using audio 
HTXLSPHQW(PDLOLQWHUYLHZVKDYHDOVREHHQ³LQFUHDVLQJO\´XVHGWRWDNHWKHSODFHRIIDFH-
to-face interviews (Duff, 2008, p. 135). In my study, I set up face-to-face interviews in 
Stage 1 for both the NUS and UNNC groups by inviting all thirty-eight diarists to meet 
me at a time convenient to them. They had only to indicate via email the time they had 
chosen within a certain time frame (three days for the 17 UNNC students and two weeks 
for the NUS ones). The choice of venue was a little more restricted, however, because of 
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the need to record the interviews. I used my office and desktop computer with the NUS 
group and a classroom and an mp3 player for the UNNC sample. The interviews for both 
groups were conducted and recorded towards the first year of their joining NUS and 
UNNC respectively, which concluded Stage 1 in the research design. 
 
Having surveyed the literature in this section, I was mindful of the different aspects of 
interviews as an instrument. Thus, for my study, though I had not undergone formal 
training in interviewing techniques, I drew on my background as a language and 
communication teacher to conduct the interviews. The preceding ten years of contact with 
PRC students in NUS also helped me in my efforts to be a sensitive and supportive 
interviewer to these young learners. Before the face-to-face interviews proper began with 
P\IRUPHU60%&VWXGHQWV,VSHQWVRPHPLQXWHV³FDWFKLQJXS´ZLWKHDFKRIWKHPRQ
their latest news. It was gratifying to know that most of them had adjusted well to NUS 
after leaving the BC. With the UNNC students, I met them for the first time at a café on 
campus prior to the interviews (as arranged by Ms Clark). I was happy to buy all of them 
a drink: tea or coffee or soft drinks. I was genuinely interested to get acquainted with 
them after having read and responded to their entries for about four months earlier in the 
year. Some of them were shy at first but warmed up as the hour passed; others were quite 
curious to know me better. One of them even offered to show me her hometown, 
Shaoxing, which is the same as that of Lu Xun, when she knew my interest in the 
celebrated Chinese wartime writer. During the interviews later in the week, I tried to 
continue building rapport and show my appreciation for their contribution to the study. 
When any participant showed hesitation, I would wait, or where it seemed necessary, to 
prompt or suggest. If they indicated that they had no more to say, I did not hold them 
back.  
 
As for the structure of the face-to-face interview, the students were already given the ten 
prompts of the interview with my email invitation (see pp. 85-87 for the prompts). I 
invited them to start with any of the prompts and they were also free to respond to any 
prompts they were interested to talk about and omit the others. For the email interview, 
the five questions were sent to both NUS and UNNC students with the email invitation, 
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DQG,LQIRUPHGWKHVWXGHQWVWKDWWKH\³could answer all or any of them in [their] reply 
>DQG@H[SDQGRQDQ\TXHVWLRQ«´ (see pp. 89-91 for the prompts). Thus, both interviews 
can be classified as semi-structured or semi-formal. As to question types, there was a 
variety of questions for both interviews. I used some direct questions, believing that it 
was appropriate for the good rapport between the students and me. For the email 
interview, I adopted the use of a metaphor for Question 2 ZKLFKDVNV³,I\RXFRPSDUH
your learning of English to a journey, how would you descULEHZKHUH\RXDUHQRZ"´ 
7KXV,OHDUQWWKDWWHFKQLTXHVLQLQWHUYLHZLQJFDOOIRUWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VMXGJHPHQWDVPXFK
as in other aspects of the research. 
 
2.3.2.1 Transcription 
 
%ORRUDQG:RRGGHILQHWUDQVFULSWLRQDV³DWHFKQLFDOW\SLQJSURFHGXUHIRU 
UHSUHVHQWLQJVSRNHQGLVFRXUVHLQWH[W«ZKLFKFDSWXUHVDQGIUHH]HVLQWLPHWKHVSRNHQ
GLVFRXUVHWKDWLVRILQWHUHVWWRWKHUHVHDUFKHU´S0DQ\UHVHDUFKHUVFRQVLGHUWKLV
VWDJHRIWKHUHVHDUFKWREH³WHGLRXVWLPH-FRQVXPLQJDQGXQSUREOHPDWLF´S67). As a 
result, transcription is often delegated to secretarial staff or contracted out to transcribers. 
However, some researchers feel that self-transcription affords the opportunities to engage 
in early data analysis. The process of close and repeated listening allows the researcher to 
become familiar with and immersed in the data leading to a deeper understanding of the 
data. 
 
³$QXPEHURIDOWHUQDWLYHV\VWHPVKDYHEHHQGHYHORSHGE\UHVHDUFKHUV«ZKLFKVWULYHWR
improve the reliability of transcribed data through the systematic and standardized 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIKRZVSHHFKLVGHOLYHUHG´%ORRU	:RRGS7KHUHDUHV\PEROV
for pitch, accent, intonation, truncations, overlaps, pauses, etc. Richards (2003) includes a 
note on transcription conventions in the chapter on collection and analysis of spoken 
interaction (see table 2.3 below for a sample, adapted from pp.173-174), while advocating 
WKDWWUDQVFULSWLRQVVKRXOG³GHVFULEHWKHWDONDVIXOO\EXWDVVLPSO\DVSRVVLEOH´S
WKDWLVWR³DLPIRUPD[LPXPUHDGDELOLW\ZLWKRXWVDFULILFLQJHVVHQWLDOIHDWXUHV´S 
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.          Falling intonation 
,          Continuing contour 
?         Questioning intonation 
!          Exclamatory utterance 
(2.0)   Pause of about 2 seconds 
«3DXVHRIDERXWVHFond 
(..)     *Pause of about 0.5 second 
(.)      Micropause 
(xxx) Unable to transcribe 
> <    Quicker than surrounding talk 
 
*Conversation analysts time to tenths 
RIDVHFRQGHJµ¶ 
That was foolish. 
I took the bread, butter, jam and honey 
Who was that? 
Look! 
So (2.0) what are we going to do? 
,QIURQWRIWKH«WKHWDEOH 
Then (..) she just (..) left 
Put it (.) away 
:H¶OOMXVW[[[WRPRUURZ 
!,¶GMXVWOHDYHLWZKHUHLWLV 
 
Table 2.3 A Note on Transcription Conventions (A Sample) 
 
The two general principles emphasised by Richards are similar to the features stressed by 
Edwards and Lampert (1993): ³µDXWKHQWLFLW\¶WKHQHHGWRSUHVHUYHWKHLQIRUPDWLRQLQD
PDQQHUWUXHWRWKHRULJLQDOLQWHUDFWLRQDQGµSUDFWLFDOLW\¶WKHQHHGWRUHVSHFWWKHZD\LQ
which the data are to be managed and analysed, for example by ensuring the transcripts 
DUHHDV\WRUHDG´FLWHGLQ%ORRU	:RRGS7KHVHWZRJRDOVDUHFRQVLGHUHGWREH
in conflict with each other as the inclusion of nuances of the discourse through 
transcription symbols can distract the reader from the meaning of the contents. For the 
researcher unfamiliar with the detailed transcription symbols, the transcript will be more 
time-consuming to read as well as inadequate in representing the natural flow of the 
original speech. A compromise between readability and faithful representation can be 
DFKLHYHGWKURXJKUHVHDUFKHUV¶GHFLVLRQRQZKDWOHYHORIWUDQVFULSWLRQLVUHTXLUHGIRUWKHLU
own research purposes. 
 
Beyond the level of delicacy in representing the nuances of the interview, there are other 
practical problems related to transcription: the time and cost of transcription. For 
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example, it has been estimated that it can take up to twenty hours to transcribe one hour 
of interview data (Duff, 2008, p. 155). The estimates vary according to the speed and 
proficiency of the transcriber, the quality of the audio-recording and the degree of details 
included. Alternatives like coding directly from the audio-recordings or using real-time 
observational coding have been suggested but these have been found to be unreliable and 
data are not available for examination and replication later (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999, 
cited in Bloor & Wood, 2006). Voice recognition software which translates spoken words 
into written words in a word processing document has been explored by some 
UHVHDUFKHUV%XWWKHVHGRQRWSURYHTXLFNDOWHUQDWLYHVDVUHVHDUFKHUVKDYHILUVWWRµWUDLQ¶
the software to recognize their voice, which eliminates the possibility of using it for data 
with more than one voice (p. 168). Moreover, certain non-verbal behaviours are not likely 
to add to interesting/relevant information for the research purposes. A very fine tuned 
transcription may in fact impede readability (Duff, 2008, p. 155). 
 
As I was working full-time, I could not transcribe the 38 interviews myself but engaged a 
senior NUS English Language undergraduate student with a good command of the 
language to transcribe the interviews for me. I subsequently checked and rechecked the 
transcriptions as I listened repeatedly to the recordings. In terms of WKHOHYHORI³GHOLFDF\´
for the transcription, I decided to go for 5LFKDUGV¶PD[LPWR³GHVFULEHWKHWDONDVIXOO\EXW
DVVLPSO\DVSRVVLEOH´S. ,ZDVLQWHUHVWHGLQWKHFRQWHQWRIWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶
interviews so as to learn what kinds of transitions had transpired in the first year of their 
tertiary studies and not the process of any possible social construction taking place. 
 
 2.3.3 Autobiography and Case Studies 
 
My data collection culminated in a narrative account by one of the focal participants, TC, 
on his English learning journey. This last instrument I used was in keeping with the broad 
to narrow, general to specific approach that I adopted for my study. It was akin to the 
autobiography or biography used by other applied linguistics researchers before me. What 
are some examples that can illuminate my investigation on the use of autobiographies as 
an instrument for my study? I started my search by looking at such accounts in the 
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literature which shed light on the linguistic experiences of the writers or their subjects. In 
the literature review, we have already come across two examples through SheQ¶V
DQG/X¶VDFFRXQWV$VZHKDYHVHHQDIDLUO\GHWDLOHGVNHWFKRf the identity 
negotiation in SheQ¶V(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\OHWXVQRZWXUQRXUDWWHQWLRQto /X¶VVWRU\
as the first example that can offer some insights on the use of autobiographies to study the 
learner characteristics and transitions of the PRC students. 
 
As a high school student in China during the 1950s, Lu lived at the cross-section between 
two different worlds, ideologies, cultures and languages. Her struggles to keep separate 
the discourses of home and school, Standard Chinese and English, led her into confusion 
and frustration (Lu, p. 78), and eventually silence. As an illustration, she described her 
internal conflict when she had to write a book report for school. However, as an English 
composition teacher in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s, she believed that she 
VKRXOGQRWWHDFKKHUVWXGHQWVRQO\³WRµVXUYLYH¶WKHZKLUOSRRORIFURVVFXUUHQWVE\
DYRLGLQJLW´LQVWHDGVKHVKRXOG³>P@RGHUDWHWKHFXUUHQWVEXWWHDFKWKHPIURPWKH
EHJLQQLQJWRVWUXJJOH´)RUVKHORRNHGEDFNZLWKDIHHOLQJDOPRVWOLNHJUDWLWXGHWRWKH 
FRPSOH[LW\RIKHURZQOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\ZKLFK³NHSW>KHU@IURPORVLQJVLJKWRIWKHHIIRUW
DQGFKRLFHLQYROYHGLQUHDGLQJRUZULWLQJZLWKDQGWKURXJKDGLVFRXUVH´S,WLV
SRVVLEOHWKDW/X¶VDXWRELRJUDSKLFDODFFRXQWRIKHUMRXUQH\IURPEHLQJDVWXGHQW living in 
conflict between two discourses to becoming a teacher valuing struggle in attaining 
academic literacy would inspire other students making a similar journey. Interestingly, Lu 
might have been gratified to know that, in the early 1990s, a PhD student from China 
studying in the United States was indeed learning how to struggle while negotiating the 
linguistic and cultural transformation that he experienced. His autobiographical account 
of this struggle has been captured as a book chapter, Writing from Chinese to English: 
My Cultural Transformation, in the volume, Reflections on Multiliterate Lives (Liu, 
2001). This student, Jun Liu, went on to become President of TESOL in 2006-2007.  
 
In highlighting some recent developments of case studies which focXVRQ³/WHDFKHUV
students, events and sites using more humanistic narrative traditions that emphasize 
SHUVRQDOYRLFHLGHQWLW\DIIHFWDJHQF\DQGOLYHGH[SHULHQFH´'XIIFLWHGVRPH
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well-known examples of autobiographical or biographical accounts of linguistic 
H[SHULHQFHV$PRQJWKHVHZRUNVDUH+RIIPDQ¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\Lost in 
Translation.DSODQ¶VQDUUDWLYHFrench LessonsDQG6FKXPDQQ¶VYROXPH
The Neurobiology of Affect in Language. Hoffman describes her experiences as a young 
Polish migrant to Canada and then the United States, and reflects on her English language 
learning in her book (cited in Duff, 2008, p. 77). Kaplan narrates her experiences, desires 
as well as disappointments as a French student in Europe and the United States, to the 
time she taught alongside expatriate native French speakers (cited in Duff, 2008, p. 78). 
Schumann, on the other hand, provides a detailed analysis of autobiographies, 
biographies and diary studies in L2 learning, along with social, psychological and 
neuroscientific insights of affect in language learning (cited in Duff, 2008, p. 78). 
 
Thus, the above examples demonstrate that the autobiography can be a very useful 
LQVWUXPHQWIRUJDWKHULQJGDWDRQDIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQW¶VOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\Wo learn about 
his/her particular learner characteristics and the transitions he/she undergoes. With that in 
mind, after identifying the focal participant who was most suitable for the task, I invited 
TC to write his autobiography (see p. 92 for my email to TC). 7&¶VDFFRXQWLQGHHGDGGHG
rich details that were not given before in his learner diary or interviews. For the first time, 
he mentioned his childhood, his parents and English tuition classes. I was also given a 
glimpse of his most recent experiences: an encounter during his Student Exchange 
Programme in the United States and his attempt to rent a room after his graduation.  
 
As the autobiography is often used as an instrument for case studies, I next investigated 
the use of case studies in qualitative VWXG\$V5LFKDUGVSRLQWVRXW³FDVHVWXG\´
means different things to different people. While some equate the term with qualitative 
research, others allow that case studies can be quantitative. There are also those who 
approach it as a paradigm while some see it as little more than a method. Richards 
FRQFOXGHVWKDW³>D@OOWKDWUHDOO\PDWWHUVLVWKDWWKHIRFXVRIWKHUHVHDUFKLVDSDUWLFXODUXQLW
RUVHWRIXQLWV´VXFKDVLQVWLWXWLRQVSURJUDPPHVHYHQWVZLWKWKHREMHFWLYHRISURYLGLQJ
³DGHWDLOHGGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHXQLWV´S7KHPHWKRGVFDQLQFOXGHPXOWLSOH
possibilities, for example, interviews supported by observations and recordings, narrative 
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DFFRXQWVDQGGHVFULSWLYHYLJQHWWHV7KHDLPLVDULFKSLFWXUHRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
experiences within a particular setting (p. 21). 
 
In her survey of the literature from different fields, ranging from education to political 
science, Duff (2008) VXPPDULVHV³WKHNH\UHFXUULQJSULQFLSOHV´ of case studies, which are 
³ERXQGHGQHVVRUVLQJXODULW\LQ-depth study, multiple perspectives or triangulation, 
SDUWLFXODULW\FRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQDQGLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ´S$FFRUGLQJO\FDVHVWXGLHVPD\
be used to explore and describe phenomena, to test or build theory, to generate or 
illustrate hypotheses, leading to a holistic understanding of a complex entity (p. 32).  
 
Against this rich diversity afforded by case studies, of particular interest to my study is 
the insight that case studies may involve more than one subject or participant; these are 
sometimes called multiple-case studies or collective case studies. One such example of a 
multiple-FDVHVWXG\LV0RULWD¶V3K' research project on the academic discourse 
socialisation experiences of six Japanese women students at a Canadian university. Self-
reports, interviews, and classroom observations collected over one academic year 
provided ³an in-depth, longitXGLQDODQDO\VLVRIWKHVWXGHQWV¶ perspectives about their class 
participation across the curriculum´0RULWDS. Focusing on three case 
studies, Morita illustrates the issues faced by the students and their attempts ³to shape 
their own learning and participation by exercising their personal agency and actively 
negotiating their roles or positionalities, in their classroom FRPPXQLWLHV´ (Morita, 2004, 
p. 590). Since my current study involved data from seven focal participants collected over 
four and a half years, it can therefore be referred to as a longitudinal, multiple-case study 
or a collective case study, like Morita (2004). 
 
How has this branch of research developed in recent decades? Early case study 
participants in the 1970s were often either the researchers themselves or their close 
associates, and the use of diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, and reflective essays has 
continued into the present, for example, Belcher and Connor (2001). Another 
development in this tradition of case study research is the call for greater focus on context 
ZKLFKUHIHUVWRWKH³FRQVWHOODWLRQRIOLQJXLVWLFVRFLROLQJXLVWLFVRFLRORJLFDODQGRWKHU
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V\VWHPV´VXUURXQGLQJWKHFase study (Duff, 2008, p. 37). This is a development that has 
implications for the present study which examines the focal participants in their new L2 
context in NUS. 
 
Finally, what are the strengths and weaknesses of the case study approach? The small 
number of participants is often cited as the chief weakness as the possibility for 
generalisability seems to be precluded. Subjectivity is another oft-cited disadvantage. 
However, these perceived disadvantages can be addressed or limited in their force with 
careful attention to the processes of sampling, analysis and interpretation. Duff (2008) 
VXJJHVWVWKDWWKHSULPDU\DGYDQWDJHRIWKHFDVHVWXG\LV³WKHULFKQHVVRIGHVFULSWLRQDQG
GHWDLOHGFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQSRVVLEOH´EHFDXVHRIWKHIRFXVRQRQHFDVHRUDVPDll number 
of cases (p. 59). This to me more than compensates for its limitations as I have learnt in 
the process of carrying out my study. 
 
2.4 Research Design and Timeline 
In Section 2.2 above, I described in detail the seven focal participants for this research 
project, and in 2.3, the rationale for my choice of instruments. These instruments 
comprised the learner diaries and the face-to-face interviews used during the first year or 
Stage 1 RIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶VWXGLHVDQGWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZand the autobiography in their 
final year (Stage 2). In this section, 2.4, I will describe the research design around these 
two stages and provide a clear timeline of the procedures. To provide the reader with an 
overview, I include below a table showing the two stages, the timeline, the process of 
data collection and instruments, and the participants. 
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Stage Time Process of Data Collection Participants 
 
 1 January 2006 Invited participants for study. 
Requested signed consent. 
x 21 NUS SM3 BC (12 
Male, 9 Female) 
x 17 UNNC EAP (3 Male, 
14 Female) 
Total of 38 students with an 
average age of 19, all having 
passed the NCEE or 
Gaokao. 
February 
2006 
Started collecting diary entries. 
Diarists mainly sent entries via email, 
except for a few hard copies from 
NUS group. 
June 2006 Collected last entries. 
September 
2006  
Interviewed UNNC students face to 
face from 25th to 28th (about a year 
after students joined UNNC). 
Recordings made on mP3 player.  
17 UNNC EAP 
 
November 
2006 to 
January 2007  
Interviewed NUS students face to 
face (about a year after students 
arrived in NUS). Recordings made on 
office desktop computer.  
19 NUS former SM3 BC 
students and now 
undergraduates 
2 July and 
August 2010 
Invited NUS and UNNC participants 
to respond to email interview. Sent 
one reminder 4 days after first 
invitation. (Replies received from 7 
NUS graduates from the 6th July up 
till 13th August. None from UNNC). 
7 NUS former SM3 BC 
students and now graduates 
September 
2010 
Identified and invited one NUS 
participant on the 5th to write an 
autobiographical account of his 
learning journey. He accepted on the 
6th and sent his narrative on the 12th. 
1 NUS former SM3 BC 
student and now graduate 
 
Table 2.4 Overview of Time Frame, Data Collection and Participants  
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2.4.1 Stage 1: Learner Diary and Face-to-face Interview 
 
In January 2006, I invited 21 SM3 Bridging Course (BC) students comprising one group 
that I was assigned to teach, from January to June 2006 in NUS, to participate in the 
project, beginning with keeping a learner diary. On average, the students were 19 in age, 
all having finished Senior Middle 3 (and hence the acronym SM3) in China and passed 
the National College Entrance Exam (NCEE), popularly known as Gaokao (a 
transliteration from the Chinese acronym IRU1&((OLWHUDOO\³KLJKH[DP´,QIDFWWKHVH
students had already enrolled as first year students in some of the better, if not best, 
universities in different parts of China. Like the rest of their SM3 cohort, they had arrived 
at NUS in late December 2005 as scholars handpicked by 6LQJDSRUH¶V0LQLVWU\RI
Education to study at two of the local universities, and thereafter to serve a six-year bond. 
These scholarships and the subsequent bonds were the result of an agreement between the 
Singapore and ChineVHJRYHUQPHQWVDIWHUWKH\³HVWDEOLVKHGFORVHUGLSORPDWLFWLHVLQWKH
V´/HH The 21 students were thus among the crème de la crème of Chinese 
youth, with impressive scholastic records, especially in Mathematics and the Sciences. 
Their English results in the Gaokao must have been creditable too, for them to have been 
enrolled in the better Chinese universities. However, the students were not yet very fluent 
nor confident in their use of English in the first weeks of starting the BC. For most of 
them, they did not have the opportunity use English for authentic communication in the 
EFL situation in China. However, over the month of January, when I met them in class 
once a week, and interacted with them sometimes outside of class, I could sense a gradual 
growth in familiarity with the language they were to learn in the BC. I was also getting to 
know each of them better and felt they were becoming more comfortable with me 
compared to the beginning of the BC. Thus, it was then that I introduced the project and 
invited their participation. 
 
In order to also collect data from UNNC for a comparative study, according to the initial 
research design as explained in the Introduction, I had made contact with Ms Elizabeth 
Clark, an EAP tutor, and discussed my plans with her via email. She agreed to help me 
invite volunteer participants for the project and, synchronously in January 2006, she also 
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extended the invitation to her Foundation Year EAP students. Similar to the SM3 
students, her students were around the age of 19 and had graduated from senior middle 
school after Gaokao. In addition to their academic records, they were admitted to UNNC 
after taking entrance exams on site. In contrast to the NUS SM3 students, however, they 
were fee-paying students. I became acquainted with them via the diary entries they sent 
PHDQGUHDOO\JRWWR³NQRZ´VRPHRIWKHPZKRZHUHPRUHRSHQDERXWWKHLUVWUXJJOHV
with their academic and linguistic experiences and even personal issues. When I met 
them in September 2006 prior to and during the face-to-face interviews, they were no 
strangers to me.  
 
All 21 of my SM3 group (12 male and 9 female) agreed to participate in the diary project 
ZKLOHRI0V&ODUN¶ students (14 female and 3 male) took part. The letter of invitation 
together with the prompts had been given to each of these 38 volunteers in January 2006; 
LWLVUHSURGXFHGEHORZLQ)LJXUHIRUWKHUHDGHU¶VUHIHUHQFH7KH186VWXGHQWVZKR
agreed to participate in the study gave their written consent by signing at the end of their 
copy of the letter and returning it to me. The letters with the written consent of the UNNC 
students were collected by UNNC Office and posted to me.  
 
 
A letter to UNNC and NUS Students 
 
Centre for English Language Communication 
The National University of Singapore 
10 Kent Ridge Crescent 
Singapore 119260 
Email: elcfys@nus.edu.sg 
Website: www.nus.edu.sg/celc 
 
11 January 2006 
 
Hello! 
 
I am a postgraduate student with the University of Nottingham as well as a lecturer at 
the National University of Singapore. I am interested in studying how Chinese students 
in China and abroad approach the learning of English. To gather data for this research, 
I have identified two groups of Chinese students: one in the University of Nottingham 
Ningbo, China (UNNC) and the other in the National University of Singapore (NUS). 
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I now invite you to participate in my study by writing a diary entry at least once a 
fortnight over the next 20 weeks or so. You can use any of the prompts on the next 
page to help you in your reflection. You need not write on all of them in one entry. You 
can even choose one aspect for a particular entry and elaborate on it. Please do write 
freely and candidly on how you think and feel. Do not worry about grammar or 
spelling (but I hope I can understand your meaning! -).  
 
Your participation in this study will contribute to a greater understanding of Chinese 
learners. This in turn will help educators and others better meet the needs of future 
generations of Chinese students learning English. So your participation is very 
significant! 
 
I look forward to your partnership in this venture. Thank you very much. Happy 
writing! 
 
 
Yours truly 
 
Fong Yoke Sim 
 
FONG Yoke Sim (Ms) 
 
 
PS: You may like to begin with:  
 
Dear Diary, 
 
Prompts for reflection: 
 
This week/fortnight, what« 
 
     events, if any, made you feel satisfied about learning English? 
 
     difficulties did you experience, if any? 
 
     did you need to adjust to, compared with your previous language learning 
experience? 
 
     do you think about your progress in a particular area, eg. listening, writing, etc.? 
 
     are your thoughts on your present English course, eg. objectives, materials, 
activities,   
          etc.? 
 
     learning method / strategy did you try out / use again, if any? 
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     were some things you did on your own or outside of class to learn / practise 
English? 
 
     are some things you would like to know about learning English?   
 
     are your learning and practising plans for the next week / fortnight? 
 
NB  If you do need to mention any teacher, please use a pseudonym, eg. Ms Z.   
 
 
Figure 2.1 Letter of Invitation for Diary Project with 9 Prompts 
 
The prompts included in the letter above were designed for two purposes. On the one 
hand, they were designed to jolt the memory and help the diarists to reflect on various 
facets of their L2 learning experience and to articulate the related thoughts, feelings, 
words and actions during the week or fortnight. On the other hand, the prompts were 
designed to capture the above thoughts, feelings, words and actions for my study into the 
learner characteristics of these students and the transitions they experienced in their new, 
L2 context. Each of the prompts probed their perceptions of one or more of the following 
aspects of their learning: context, affect, strategies, motivation, beliefs, self-monitoring, 
curriculum, metacognitive awareness and transitions. These embedded initial themes or 
categories were selected based on my review of literature on SLA and Chinese learners, 
my teaching experience and past research. 
 
The diary was used to collect data over a period of 20 weeks. The students were 
encouraged to write as least once a fortnight and then submit the entries via email. A few 
of the students submitted hard copies for certain weeks. Altogether, I collected 220 
diaries entries: 137 entries were submitted by the NUS sample while the UNNC diarists 
turned in 83 entries. The analysis process of the diaries will be described in Section 2.5.  
 
After a preliminary analysis of the diary entries during which I added codes, margin notes 
and summaries, a face-to-face interview was conducted with the participants individually. 
Besides the purpose of triangulation, the interview was to follow up on recurring themes 
found in the diaries. The UNNC sample was invited to the interview by Ms Elizabeth 
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Clark via her email on 18th September 2006. This was about a year after they students 
started their EAP course in UNNC. The students were informed that I would be on site 
from 25th to 27th September to interview them; Ms Clark DVVXUHGWKHPWKDWLWZDV³MXVWD
friendly chat DQGQRWOLNHDQH[DP´$OO811&GLDULVWV turned up for their interview 
(one of them on the 28th, after having missed her first interview timeslot); their interviews 
were recorded on an mp3 player I brought with me to UNNC. I invited the NUS subjects 
also by email on 13thNovember 2006 to come to my office for an interview. They could 
make appointments at times convenient to them. This was also about a year after they 
started their SM3 BC. Between late November 2006 and early January 2007, 19 of the 
original 21 NUS diarists gave the interviews which were recorded on my office desktop 
computer. The other two students did not reply to my email; they had been generally less 
engaged with the group during the SM3 BC. 
 
For their face-to-face interviews, both the UNNC and NUS students were invited to 
answer the ten basic questions which were sent with the email invitation to allow the 
interviewees to prepare themselves if they so wished. Reproduced below is the email to 
the NUS sample and the interview questions appended to the email (Figure 2.2). The 
UNNC students received a similar version of the email. 
 
 
From: Fong Yoke Sim  
Sent: Monday, November 13, 2006 5:30 PM 
Subject: Request: Short interview to complete research 
Importance: High 
Dear All 
  
How are you? I hope you are all well. It has been a hectic semester for us all. 
Thankfully, the semester is coming to an end.  
  
During the SM3 course, you kindly helped me by writing diaries on your English 
learning. Once again, thank you.  
  
I now have a further request. To complete my data collection, I would like to have a 
short interview with each of you, for just 15 to 30 minutes. I understand you are all 
busy and so won't keep you beyond half an hour. 
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If you could help me, I would really appreciate it. Can you reply to this email or call 
me (65168879 / 90171570) to make an appointment? Any time you are free during 
these 2 weeks is fine (even evenings). It can be after the exam but I hope to see you 
before you leave for home. As I need to record what you say on my computer, I hope 
you don't mind coming to my office (AS4 02-12). 
  
To give you some idea, I am copying the questions for the interview below. You may 
answer any number of the questions. You can even concentrate on one or two 
questions. You can also bring in related issues not in the questions. My main purpose is 
to get a fuller picture of how Chinese students go about learning English. 
  
I really look forward to hearing from you. All the best for your exam preparation. 
  
Warm regards 
Fong YS  
  
Interviews of NUS SM3 diarists November/December 2006 
  
You may choose to answer any number of the following questions.  
  
Interview question prompts:  
 
1. Were you eager to learn? What motivated you in your English learning? 
[Motivation] 
 
2. What do you think of yourself as a language learner? (Be frank and not overly 
modest.) [Beliefs about themselves as language learners] 
 
3. How do you rate your progress? In which areas (eg. listening, speaking, vocabulary, 
etc.)? [Evaluation of progress and self-monitoring] 
 
4. Is there any difference between learning English here and in China? What are the 
similarities and differences between Chinese and English? [Differences to learning 
English in China and in Singapore, and perceptions about language] 
 
5. Which aspects of the SM3 course help you to learn best: materials, activities, tests, 
etc.? [Course ± how helpful are the various aspects? Norton, 2000, p. 134.] 
 
6. How have the teachers helped you in your learning? (Please do NOT mention 
names; you may choose to use pseudonyms like Ms N.) >7HDFKHUV¶UROH@ 
 
7. What methods or strategies have you found useful in improving your English? Do 
you use them in or outside class? Or both? [Strategies in and out of class] 
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'R\RXSUHIHUWROHDUQRQ\RXURZQRUZLWKVRPHRQH¶VKHOS" Would you like to 
decide on what to learn and how to learn, if given the choice? 
[Independence/Autonomy] 
 
9. How do you feel about English or western culture? [Affective domain, target 
language and culture, motivation] 
 
10. Do you enjoy learning/using English or do you dread it? Why? [Affective factors] 
 
 
Figure 2.2: Email Invitation for Face-to-face Interview with 10 Prompts 
 
Though the above questions appear to be very direct, I believed that this was the best 
approach in this research situation. I needed the questions to be as plain as possible to 
these young L2 learners so that they would understand what was asked for and supply the 
data needed for my study. Moreover, because of the good rapport between the students 
and me, I felt confident that they would take well to the directness. These questions were 
designed to guide the students towards summing up their thoughts and experiences and 
each elicited information on one important aspect relaWLQJWRWKHVH(6/OHDUQHUV¶
experience as culled from the literature on SLA and Chinese learners. The themes of 
motivation, beliefs, strategies, self-monitoring, autonomy and the affective dimension 
pertain to SLA in general while the otherVOLNHWHDFKHUV¶ role, differences between 
learning English in China and in Singapore, perceptions of/feelings towards English and 
western culture and the study context apply to these ESL learners and TCCL specifically. 
These themes are named in square brackets after each question. Depending on my 
knowledge of each individual student and how the interview was going, I also asked from 
one to three additional questions which were formulated after the preliminary analysis of 
the data from the diary entries. They are as follows: 
 
11. Do you have anything else to share with me about how you or Chinese students learn 
English? [Factors volunteered by students] 
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12. As I read the diaries, I find that hard work is emphasized. It seems that some of you 
think that if you work hard anything is possible. Do you think that is true for learning 
English? [Effort or hard work] 
 
13. Do you think there is anything unique or special in the way Chinese students learn 
English? [Unique feature] 
 
The students did not have to respond to all the questions; they could focus on any number 
of the question prompts. I encouraged them on by emphasising that their answers would 
contribute to the understanding of PRC learners, which in turn would help teachers and 
curriculum designers to better provide the necessary support for Chinese students like 
themselves. 
 
The interviews were transcribed between June 2007 and June 2009 by an NUS Arts and 
Social Sciences student whom I engaged for the task in her third and Honours years. 
When I checked them subsequently, I filled the gaps by listening repeatedly to the 
UHFRUGLQJVXQWLO,FRXOG³FDWFK´WKHunclear segments. The finalised transcriptions were 
then read a few times for the analysis which will be described in Section 2.5. 
 
2.4.2 Stage 2: Email Interview and Autobiography 
 
In the Introduction, I have described the setback due to illness and medical leave (from 
both work and studies) in 2007. Even after I resumed both full-time work and re-
registered my studies in 2008, I had to adjust the pace I could work on my research. 
However, during this detour, I had opportunity to take in the scenery along a different 
route and came to a more qualitative frame of mind for my study. From the data already 
collected, I saw the potential of the qualitative approach and of my privileged insider 
perspective as teacher/researcher. 
 
Moreover, my project had extended beyond the initial plan of studying the students in 
their first year at university. Thus, in consultation with my supervisors, I decided on the 
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direction of a longitudinal qualitative study involving both NUS and UNNC students. A 
VXPPDWLYH³H[LW´HPDLOLQWHUYLHZZLWKfive TXHVWLRQVWRSURYLGH³FORVXUH´WRWKHSURFHVV
of data gathering was prepared and it was decided that a suitable time to conduct the 
interview was DURXQGWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶JUDGXDWLRQ$QHPDLOZLWKWKHLQWHUYLHZTXHVWLRQV
was sent to all the students of the original NUS and UNNC samples who participated in 
the diary research in order to get as many responses as possible. An email interview was 
chosen over a face-to-face one as the students had mostly graduated and moved out of 
campus; it was unlikely that they would/could attend a face-to-face interview. I also 
expected that only a small number of students would respond, due to their adjustments to 
work and social life as fresh graduates. With this exit interview, I hoped to garner 
information on WKHVWXGHQWV¶WUDQVLWLRQVRYHUWKHGXUDWLRQRIWKHLU8'3ZLWKSUREDEO\
more in-depth data from a small group of respondents. However, after nearly a month, 
only seven of the NUS graduates eventually sent their responses to the interview. By 
then, it was decided that the project would follow its natural course and be reshaped as a 
longitudinal multiple case-study of these seven, and now focal, participants. 
  
Reproduced below is the email (Figure 2.3) I wrote to the NUS graduating students which 
also carried the five interview questions. The email to the UNNC sample was slightly 
modified to fit their situation.  
 
 
 
From: Fong Yoke Sim 
Sent: Tuesday, July 06, 2010 5:22 PM 
Subject: Congratulations on your Commencement! 
Dear Group 5 
  
Congratulations to you all for your Commencement! I am very happy and proud to 
know that you are graduating from NUS this or next week. It must be a very exciting 
time for you, your families, friends and teachers!  
  
,KRSH\RXDUHDOOZHOO,W¶VEHHQVRPHPRQWKVVLQFHZHKDGRXUUHXQLRQGLQQHUDWP\
home. If you would like to drop by my office after your Commencement Ceremony, 
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you are very welcome. Just give me a call or text message (90171570) to make sure I 
am not at a meeting or on leave.  
  
Many of you have asked me about the research I conducted with you during the 
bridging course. Thank you for your interest now and for your help then. Your diaries 
and interviews have provided very useful insights. And with your graduation, my study 
has come full circle. I hope I can gather your views on your English learning journey at 
this very significant point in time.  
  
I have 5 questions below. If you could answer all or any of them in your reply, I would 
be most grateful. Please feel free to expand on any question you find most relevant to 
you. In your email, could you also state that you give me permission to use your 
answers in my research? Thank you! 
  
This is voluntary so do not feel obliged to reply if it is not convenient for you in any 
way. You have already given me much help me in the past. But it will be significant to 
KDYHWKLVODWHVWLQIRUPDWLRQ,WZLOOKHOSPHWRSUHVHQWD³FRPSOHWH´SLFWXUHRI\RXU
learning process and also help future PRC SM3 and other students. Thank you once 
more in advance for your assistance! 
  
All best wishes 
FYS 
  
Questions for Email Interview 
  
1. Describe your English as it was at the start of the bridging course for English. What 
has changed and what helped you make these changes?   
  
2. If you compare your learning of English to a journey, how would you describe where 
you are now? What are your thoughts and/or feelings on arriving at this point in your 
learning? 
  
3. Can you describe some significant experiences / people during this journey? (For 
example, related to your environment, studies, professors, friends, hall / co-curriular 
activities, internships, SEP*?) 
  
4. Looking back on the bridging course,  
a. what did you find most helpful? Or what was your greatest gain? 
b. what did you find most challenging? (For example, Oral Report, Essay?) How do 
you feel about this aspect now? Why? 
c. what skill(s) and knowledge did you gain overall? 
  
5. Based on your experiences during your degree programme and with regard to your 
English learning,  
a. what did you find most helpful in your degree programme? 
b. what would the most useful advice be to a newly matriculated PRC student on the 
same programme? 
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* Denotes Student Exchange Programme  
 
 
Figure 2.3 Email Invitation for Email Interview with 5 Prompts 
 
7KHILYHTXHVWLRQVZHUHGHVLJQHGWRFDSWXUHWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHIOHFWLRQVRQWKHGLIIHUHQW
stages of their learning journey and to elicit the transitions that the learners had 
experienced during their journey through their respective universities. 
 
Question 1 aims to elicit SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ perceptions of their English at the beginning of 
their BC or Foundation Year and the changes that have taken place in their four-year 
UDP. It is also important for the research to probe the factors that have contributed to the 
changes. 
 
Question 2 is framed in the metaphor of a journey to help participants picture the 
stage/phase they have arrived at. Information on their feelings and thoughts (the affective 
domain) for having come thus far would help illuminate their perception of their success 
(or shortfall) in their English learning. 
 
Question 3 probes what the significant experiences/people the participants have met 
during their learning journey. The examples given are meant to jolt their memories of the 
possible experiences related to their academic and social contexts in NUS and in 
Singapore. 
 
Question 4 harks back to their bridging course to find out what the students see as most 
helpful and challenging, and what skill and knowledge they feel they have achieved. It 
also seeks to find out how they now view what was once challenging to them and the 
reasons for these perceptions. 
 
Question 5 solicLWVWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶YLHZVRQZKHUHWKHLUUDP has been most helpful in 
terms of their English learning. It would also be significant to see what they offer as the 
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most useful advice to a newly matriculated PRC student ³DMXQLRU´RQWKHVDPH
programme. That would reveal what they themselves consider as essential to succeeding 
as an English learner.  
 
The last step of my data collection was to invite one student to write an autobiographical 
account of his English learning experience. Among the seven focal participants, TC, 
seemed to be enthusiastic in his responses to the exit email interview. He readily sent me 
further email messages in which he articulated his reflections on his English learning 
journey as well as the learning experiences of PRC students in general. Thus, he was in 
my estimation the most suitable participant to ask to write the narrative account. With that 
in mind, I invited TC to write a story of his English learning experience. Upon his 
acceptance, I sent him the following instructions in a fairly informal email:  
 
Just write naturally your story, about where (which countryside, town or city) you grew up 
in, maybe something about your family, schools, when you started to learn English, how 
you felt, what problems and successes you faced, etc. Maybe preparing for Gaokao. Then 
coming to bridging course and the 4 years in NUS, esp. as you shared earlier about your 
reading and motivation. The recent experiences in NTU would be valuable too. I think this 
profile of you as a learner will be v helpful for other students and teachers like me. 
 
Within a week, TC forwarded his story to me, narrating his journey from childhood until 
the time of writing. That completed my data collection for this study in September 2010, 
nearly five years after I initiated the diary component in January 2006. 
 
To sum up the research design and timeline of my research, I started with 38 participants 
with the aim of investigating their learner characteristics and their transitions in a new L2 
context. Due to natural attrition along the way, I narrowed WKHIRFXV³]RRPLQJ´LQRQD
smaller number of seven focal participants. For this serendipitous development in my 
research design, I found support and precedence in the examples on mixed-method 
designs/studies given by Duff (2008). Studies could 
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conduct a survey (e.g., involving questionnaires) and then follow up with a small number 
of respondents who indicate a willingness to take part in additional research and who 
represent important sectors or types of cases within the larger survey. The survey then also 
DOORZVWKHUHVHDUFKHUWRHVWDEOLVKWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHQHVVRIWKHFDVHVSUHVHQWHG«$QRWKHU
approach is to conduct a larger qualitative study, of multiple institutions, for example, and 
then concretize the analysis by including case studies of individual institutions and their 
ecology of teachers/employees, administrators, or students/clients to illustrate general 
WUHQGVRUGLIIHUHQFHVDPRQJWKHVLWHV«S 
 
1RUWRQ¶V selection of five focal participants also followed a multi-stage and multi-
method strategy (2000). Thus, I was confident at this stage that my methodology was 
still robust with sufficient rigour despite the small number of participants. 
 
2.5 Analysis 
 
2.5.1 Coding of Data  
 
Having collected a sizeable amount of data that the participants had so painstakingly 
supplied, I wanted to ensure that I did justice to their efforts and to this project. Thus, I 
investigated what analysis in qualitative inquiry entailed. I learnt that the identification of 
key features and relationships in the data was important for categorisation, which would 
have already taken place in the conceptualisation of the research aims. As the project 
unfolded, more specific categories would be developed.  
 
To generate a set of initial labels from which categories can be later derived, one can 
engage immediately with the data (Richards, 2003, p. 273). To do that, he suggests that 
one can approach the task by coding paragraphs or even larger sections but it is probably 
most productive to work on a line by line approach. This rough initial coding will give 
rise to a number of possible and relevant categories. At this stage, the focus is likely to be 
adequate and precise coverage rather than organisation. Besides the data, categorisation 
may be based on a range of other related sources such as memos, notes, observations, 
readings and the theoretical contexts.  
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Duff (2008) concurs with Richards (2003) above that data analysis can begin early, such 
as from the beginning of the data collection and transcription stages, leading to a contact 
summary: a short summary or the most salient point and themes of an observation or 
interview, for instance. This approach was one of those I adopted for the data analysis of 
my project; I wrote short summaries after the preliminary analysis of the diary and face-
to-face interviews in Stage 1 of the data collection process. 
 
The next step, after the initial coding and categorization of the data, is systematic 
organisation of the categories. The researcher has many techniques at his or her disposal 
which may be used in this stage, from using filing cards to utilising computer software. It 
is important to find a method that allows relationships to become apparent and alternative 
arrangements to be tried and evaluated. It is also important to feel connected to the data 
and individuals may have different perspectives on this connectivity. For example, 
:ROFRWWHPSKDVLVHVWKHSK\VLFDOLW\RIWKHSURFHVV³0\VWDFNRIFDUGVRUSDSHUPD\VHHP
archaic in this computer age but I describe them to help you visualize processes partly 
KLGGHQE\WHFKQRORJ\´p. 43).  
 
One of the best known approaches to analysis in qualitative research is offered by 
grounded theory which originated with Glaser and Strauss (1967). It has made important 
contributions to the qualitative tradition particularly through its exploration of the 
relationship between data gathering and theory generation. This early work was later 
extended by that of Strauss and Corbin (1998) who pioneered three separate 
types/processes of coding to facilitate inquiry and interpretation: open, axial and 
selective. One of the key concepts of grounded theory is theoretical sampling which links 
together coding, anDO\VLVDQGGDWDFROOHFWLRQ,WLV³WKHSURFHVVRIGDWDFROOHFWLRQIRU
generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses his data and 
decides what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as 
it emerges. The process of data collection is controlled by the emerging theory (Glaser 
and Strauss, 1967, p. 45). Moreover, the categories and overall scheme emerge as 
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³UHVHDUFKHUVGHYHORSWKHLUFRGLQJFDWHJRULHVWKURXJKDSURFHVVRIFRQVWDQWFRPSDULVRQ´
(Alaszewski, 2006, p. 86).  
 
My research, though it has elements advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Strauss 
and Corbin (1998), is not based entirely on grounded theory. While I did jointly collect, 
code and analyse my data and decide what data to collect next and where to find them, I 
also had pre-determined categories of learner characteristics in mind prior to beginning 
my study. These categories or factors were based on the literature on SLA and TCCL, for 
example; my experience of teaching PRC students; and the findings of my previous 
research projects. However, as I read and re-read the data, I was also on the lookout for 
unforeseen themes that might be in the diaries, interviews and autobiography. One such 
unexpected sub-theme gleaned from the diaries, for example, was boredom or 
demotivation due to the monotony of studying only English for over five months during 
the BC and the lack of a push factor like a major exam. Thus, as expressed by Duff 
³>D@OWKRXJKTXDOLWDWLYHGDWDDQDO\VLVLVW\SLFDOOy inductive and data driven, the 
codes may also be anticipated before analyzing the data (a priori codes) given the topic of 
WKHVWXGLHVWKHUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQVDQGWKHLVVXHVOLNHO\WREHHQFRXQWHUHG´S7KLV
was indeed the case with my project which adopted an eclectic approach to the analysis of 
the data.  
 
Looking for specific information on the analysis of data from diaries, I gathered that the 
answer depends on the purpose of the research. If the researcher does not have a clear 
perception of specific characteristics he or she is interested in, he or she can employ the 
grounded theory approach (Alaszewski, 2006, p. 86).  However, if a researcher is using 
diaries to garner information on aspects of social reality external to the text, the approach 
involves some form of content analysis. In this case, if the researcher has a specific idea 
of what he or she is looking for or expects to find, then he or she can study the text to 
identify relevant characteristics. Since mine was the latter case, I examined the diaries as 
well as the other three sources of data for the a priori themes of TCCL, learning context, 
motivation, beliefs, strategies, affective dimension, identity, and transitions, based on my 
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review of literature and my experience in teaching and researching Chinese students. In 
addition, I looked out for other recurrent themes as I worked with the data. 
 
Are there tools that can expedite the process of analysing, coding and synthesising the 
GDWD"$FFRUGLQJWR$ODV]HZVNL³>S@ULRUWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIFRPSXWHU-based 
VRIWZDUHRUJDQL]LQJWH[WLQYROYHGWKHSK\VLFDOPDQLSXODWLRQRIWH[W«´SEXW
technology has developed tools to aid the researchers. In exploring possible aids to data 
analysis, I learnt of a variety of software, in particular, QSR NVivo 8. After 
experimenting with the software in NUS and also during my residential stays in UoN, I 
had to agree with Alaszewski (2006) that while such software facilitates the process of 
PDQDJLQJDQGDQDO\VLQJTXDOLWDWLYHGDWD³WKH\UHTXLUHDVXEVWDQWLDOLQYHVWPHQWRIWLPHWR
master and use effectively and do not remove the need for researchers to use their 
MXGJHPHQWZKHQLGHQWLI\LQJWKHPHV´S0RUHRYHUVLQFHDQDO\VLVUHTXLUHVWKH
exercise of judgement to identify themes and other types of information, I decided that I 
was more comfortable with doing the analysis manually as I had by then developed 
familiarity and closeness to the data through repeated reading, reflection, coding and 
summary-/note-PDNLQJ,FDUULHGRXWDFRQWHQWDQDO\VLVWKURXJK³UHSHDWHGSHUXVDORIWKH
GDWD´SDQDSSURDFKWKDW*LHYHDQG&ODUNKDGDOVRXVHGLQWheir study. The 
initial coding and notes were also refined over time and, as the analysis progressed, I was 
EXLOGLQJDFOHDUHUSLFWXUHRIP\VWXGHQWV¶learner characteristics and transitions. 
 
Having decided on analysing the data manually, I strived to be consistent and applied the 
same process to all four groups of data: the diaries, face-to-face interviews, email 
interview responses and the sole autobiography, working with hard copies printed from 
the electronic copies. A typical scenario of the process is as follows. As I was interested 
WRVWXG\WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGWKHWUDQVLWLRQVWKH\PDGHLQWKHLUQHZ
L2 context, I examined, line by line, the diaries, face-to-face interviews, email interviews, 
and autobiography, to look out for instances which exemplified the a priori themes of 
TCCL and learning contexts, as well as motivation, beliefs, strategies, affect, identity, 
investment and transitions. When I saw what I considered to be instances of these 
categories, I underlined or highlighted them and made notes in the margin or vicinity of 
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the instances. Figure 2.4 below illustrates my coding of WKHWUDQVFULSWRI4&¶Vface-to-
face interview. For example, I identified a remark that I perceived as relating to TCCL: 
³+LJKVFKRROZHMXVWXKOHDUQ(QJOLVKWRSDVVH[DPV«´6R,KLJKOLJKWHGLWDQGZURWH
³7&&/´LQWKHPDUJLQ For a later UHVSRQVH³,DOZD\VWKLQNODQJXDJHLVMXVWDFXOWXUHVR
WKHGLIIHUHQFHRUVLPLODULWLHVLVMXVWLQWKHFXOWXUH´,considered it as demonstrating belief 
and thus highlighted and coded LWDV³BHOLHI´LQWKHPDUJLQ 
 
 
 
Figure 2.4: Coding of Transcript of Q&¶V Face-to-face Interview  
 
These codes were revisited at least once for all the SDUWLFLSDQWV¶diaries, interview 
transcriptions, email responses and the autobiography for me to confirm the codes. The 
codes were also refined or changed where necessary during the second or third look (see 
Appendix C for examples of the coding of the summary of SQ¶V diary entries48¶Vemail 
LQWHUYLHZDQG7&¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\. The above analytical process is represented 
graphically in Figure 2.5 on the next page. 
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Figure 2.5: Data Analysis Process 
 
2.5.2 Themes: From Ten to Seven 
 
After the coding and analysis, the next step was to consolidate the significant findings 
from all four sources of data for all seven participants on a grid which I called the Themes 
Table (see Excerpt in Figure 2.6 on p. 101). By this stage, when it had been decided that 
the project would proceed as a multiple-case study, I focused on the seven participants to 
obtain a longitudinal view of their learner characteristics and transitions. The table was 
used to summarise the data for each focal participant under the a priori categories (based 
on my literature review, teaching and research experience) embedded in the diary 
prompts and interview questions DVZHOODV³XQIRUHVHHQ´WKHPHVthat surfaced in the data. 
Altogether, 10 themes or categories were identified: motivation/L2 selves, beliefs, 
strategies, affective domain, NUS learning context, identity/agency/investment, TCCL, 
transitions boredom, and looking back. Under the columns headed by these 10 categories 
and in the rows devoted to each of the seven participants, I entered comments on learner 
characteristics and transitions as well as excerpts from the data as illustration. Each 
SDUWLFLSDQW¶VGDWDwere sub-divided into their early and late contributions: from the diaries 
and face-to-face interviews in 2006 (Stage 1) to their email interviews in 2010 (Stage 2). 
In the case of TC, data from his autobiography were included as well (see Appendix D for 
7&¶V$XWRELRJUDSK\). This fine distinction was necessary to understand the transitions 
ͻ Learner 
diaries
Coding, margin 
notes & 
summary
ͻ Face-to-
face 
interviews 
Coding, margin 
notes & 
summary ͻEmail 
interviews
Coding & 
margin notes
ͻAutobiography 
Coding & 
margin notes
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that the participants had undergone over nearly five years, and provided a way to view the 
early and later stages of their development. This approach also allows for a window to the 
topics the learners were interested in at the different stages.  
 
The completion of the Themes Table provided a useful analytical tool for me. Each 
³SDUWLFLSDQWURZ´provided a summary of a SDUWLFLSDQW¶VGDWD. (DFK³WKHPHFROXPQ´ZLWK
all seven SDUWLFLSDQWV¶GDWD allowed the study of a particular theme in totality. However, 
because of its massiveness running into 11522 words, only an excerpt of the Themes 
Table can be included as Figure 2.6.  
 
However, the 10 categories in the Themes Table were later collapsed into seven, namely, 
TCCL; NUS learning context; motivation/L2 selves; beliefs; strategies; affective domain; 
and identity, agency and investment; as a result of insights gained during the process of 
analysis, writing and revision. I found that this consolidation was necessary as some 
material included earlier had become superfluous and other sections needed more detail 
(Wolcott, 2001). For instance, there was an overlap between the findings under 
Transitions and Looking Back and the data included in other categories; data from these 
two themes were thus incorporated into the rest. Another category, Boredom, seemed 
initially a recurring theme in the diaries but subsequent re-reading indicated that boredom 
WHQGHGWREHPHQWLRQHGLQUHODWLRQWRPRWLYDWLRQWKXV,VXEVXPHGLWXQGHU³0RWLYDWLRQ´
I also developed a clearer view of the order in which to proceed. When writing up the 
findings on TCCL, I realised that this theme should be the starting point of my 
presentation as the learners came from the TCCL context to NUS. Did they exhibit the 
TCCL learner characteristics at the beginning depicted in the literature? Next, to answer 
the transitions aspect in Research Question 1 (RQ1), we need to know how NUS, their 
new L2 learning environment, had influenced their learning journeys. This influence and 
the resultant transitions could be gathered from WKHOHDUQHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQV, actions and 
affect over time. Thus, the order of presenting the findings should proceed from TCCL to 
the NUS Learning Context, the macro of WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶VRFLRFXOWXUDOFRQWH[WVWRthe 
micro of the other themes: motivation/L2 selves; beliefs; strategies; affective domain; and 
identity, agency and investment.  
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Based on the above rationale, the findings on the seven themes will be presented in the 
following three chapters as follows:   
 
      Chapter 3: TCCL and NUS Learning Context 
Chapter 4: Motivation, Beliefs and Strategies 
Chapter 5: Affective Domain, Identity, Agency and Investment 
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Figure 2.6: An Excerpt of the Themes Table
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2.5.3 Themes, Sub-themes and Data Samples 
 
In order to present the themes and sub-themes more clearly, I represent them in Table 2.5 
below, together with data samples for illustration. These categories/sub-categories are 
ERWKDSULRULRQHVDVZHOODV³XQIRUHVHHQ´RQHVWKDWVXUIDFHGduring the analysis. The data 
samples may at times overlap as a participant may touch on two or more themes/sub-
themes in the same utterance and it is not always possible to separate the parts from the 
whole without affecting the sense. For example, the foOORZLQJH[FHUSWIURP48¶VGLDU\
FRQWDLQVDUHIHUHQFHWRWKHQRWLRQRIµGHDI(QJOLVK¶LQ7&&/1, the emphasis on grammar 
in TCCL2, as well as the resultant affect3.  
 
It seems to me that the root of our Chinese students always learning µdeaf English¶1 is that 
we put too much emphasize on the grammar2. Whenever we are speaking, we are thinking 
about the grammar2 which definitely slows the speed3. A more serious consequence is the 
losing of confidence3 (QU_D_June2006). 
 
The above quotation is identified by the SDUWLFLSDQW¶VSVHXGRQ\PWKHVRXUFHRIWKHGDWD, 
LQWKLVFDVHWKHGLDU\UHSUHVHQWHGE\WKHOHWWHU³'´DQGWKHPRQWKDQG\HDUZKHQWKH
diary entry was submitted. This method of identification (in parentheses) will be applied 
to all the quotations from the diaries. Data from the face-to-face interviews will be 
markHGE\WKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶VSVHXGRQ\PDQG³)_November2006´as most of the seven 
participants attended the face-to-face interviews in late November of 2006 while those 
from the email interview will be labelled with the pseudonyms and ³(_July2010´
4XRWDWLRQVIURP7&¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\ZLOOEHdenoted ³7&_A_September2010´This 
method of identification will be applied to all the quotations used in this thesis from this 
point onwards to provide a quick view of the source of the data and its place in the 
timeline of data collection. 
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The 7 
Themes 
Sub-themes Data Samples 
 
TCCL Limited practice 
 
³«ZHKDYHIHZFKDQFHWRVSHDN´ 
(SJW_F_November2006). 
Transmission model of 
learning/ teaching 
 
³7HDFKHUVMXVWHPSKDVL]H«WKHJUDPPDU
part« WKH\ZRQ¶WGRDQ\FKDQJHWRWKHLU
WHDFKLQJVW\OH´6&&_F_November2006). 
Imitation model of 
learning/ teaching 
 
³«P\(QJOLVKWHDFKHUDVNHGXVWRUHFLWH
HYHU\DUWLFOHIURPWH[WERRN´
(TC_D_February2006). 
Exam-driven learning/ 
teaching 
³«(QJOLVKHGXFDWLRQLQ&KLQDLV«DLPHG
IRUH[DPV´7&_F_November2006). 
Teacher as authority 
 
³,W¶VRQO\ZKHQWHDFKHUVDVN\RXWRDQVZHU
questions, you will speak in English. 
([FHSWWKDW\RXGRQ¶WKDYHFKDQFHWR
VSHDN´48B)B1RYHPEHU). 
Mastery of knowledge 
 
³«ZHZHUHVXSSRVHG«WRPHPRUL]H
HYHU\WKLQJWKHWHDFKHUDVVLJQHG´
(RYP_D_March2006). 
Emphasis on texts 
 
³She [his teacher] asked us to transcribe 
WKHWH[WZHKDGOHDUQHGDVKRPHZRUN´
(QC_D_March2006). 
Emphasis on 
grammar/vocabulary 
 
³«RXUHPSKDVLVHMXVWLQOHDUQLQJQHZ
ZRUGVJUDPPDUV«´
(SJW_F_November2006). 
Belief in effort for 
achievement 
³5HFLWLQJFRQWULEXWHGJUHDWO\WRP\
SURJUHVV´7&B'B)HEUXDU\ 
Passivity/Activity 
 
³$WWKDWWLPHZHDUHIRUFHGWROHDUQIURP
PRUQLQJXQWLOQLJKW«:HKDYHQR
FKRLFH«´64B'B$SULO 
³«DIWHU,FDPHWR6LQJDSRUHI 
PDQDJHG«by communicating with people 
LQ(QJOLVK´64B'B)HEUXDU\ 
NUS learning 
context 
BC Curriculum 
 
³I think the course helps most is the 
spoken English and the activities. It is very 
LQWHUHVWLQJ«,W¶VTXLWHXVHIXO«WRZULWH
essays, so although I spent a lot of time on 
LW«LW¶VZRUWKLW´ (QC_F_November2006). 
BC Community 
 
³,DPQRZLQDFRXQWU\ZKRVHIRUPDO
ODQJXDJHLV(QJOLVK«DOPRVWDQ\WKLQJ
written down is in (QJOLVK«SD\
DWWHQWLRQ«\RXZLOOOHDUQPRUHDQGOLYH
EHWWHU´64B'B0DUFK 
UDP Curriculum 
 
³I now listen in English, read in English, 
write in English. Except not speak in 
English´ (SCC_F_November2006). 
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UDP SEP and IP 
 
³:LWKDOOQDWLYHVSHDNHUVDURXnd, I was 
forced to speak English more frequently 
and to be influenced by their accents and 
WRQHV´(QU_E_July2010). 
UDP FYP 
 
³0\VXSHUYLVRULV*HUPDQDQG,KDYHWR
FRPPXQLFDWHZLWKKLPLQ(QJOLVK«,
said a lot and My English has improved 
QDWXUDOO\´(SJW _E_July2010). 
UDP Community 
 
³«LQKDOO«EHFDXVHWKHPDMRULW\DUH
locals and yup, you just have to speak 
(QJOLVK´48_F_November2006). 
Motivation/L2 
selves 
Significant people 
 
³«P\PRWKHUGHFLGHGWRGRVRPHWKLQJWR
KHOSPH«$IWHUKHDULQJP\PRWKHU¶VSODQ 
I was very eager to improve my English´
(SCC_D_March2006). 
Instrumental-Integrative 
 
³,VSHQWPDMRULW\RIP\HIIRUWLQUHVHDUFK
SURMHFWV«RQH)UHQFKJLUO«DOVRDQ
H[FKDQJHVWXGHQW«LQWHJUDWHG herself well 
with local people. By the end of exchange 
program, VKHVSRNHYHU\JRRG(QJOLVK´ 
(TC _E_July2010). 
Motivated self 
 
Ought-WR6HOI³µ<LSLQJ\RXVKRXOGSXW
PRUHDWWHQWLRQRQ\RXUHVVD\V¶<HV,
VKRXOG´5<3B'B$SULO 
Loss of motivation 
 
³6RPHWLPHV,IHHOYHU\ERUHGWROHDUQ
(QJOLVK«,IHHOP\EUDLQLVJHWWLQJGXOO´
(SJW_D_February2006). 
Beliefs Effort 
 
³,WKLQN,FDQJHWDJRod grade if I study 
hard enough´(SQ_F_November2006). 
Vocabulary 
 
³,DOZD\VKDYHDQRWLRQWKDWYRFDEXODU\LV
DPXVW´(QU_F_November2006). 
Grammar 
 
³,KDGJRWWKHYLHZSRLQWthat grammar is 
QRWYLWDOIRU(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ´
(QC_D_March2006). 
Language, 
communication and 
language learning 
³%HFDXVH(QJOLVKLVDODQJXDJH\RXKDYH
to use it. You cannot communicate with a 
FRPSXWHU´(RYP _F_November2006). 
Context 
 
³3HUKDSVLWLVpartly because Singapore is 
QRWWRWDOO\D(QJOLVKVSHDNLQJFRXQWU\«
P\SURJUHVVLVYHU\VORZ´
(TC_D_March2006). 
Strategies Natural approach 
 
³/HDUQLQJLVDFFXPXODWHGHYHU\GD\ZLWK
HYHU\RQH´(RYP_E_July2010). 
Deliberate approach 
 
³2UDOSUHVHQWDWLRQ is the most 
FKDOOHQJLQJ«,QHHGWRVSHQGDORWRIWLPH
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thinking out a suitable topic, organize it 
DQGSUHVHQWLW´(SQ_E_July2010).  
Combination of both 
 
³>/HDUQLQJ@MRXUQH\V«DUHJRRG:HKDYH
PRUHFKDQFHWRFRPPXQLFDWH«,RIWHQJR
to the CELC to read the books. I can 
FKRRVHZKDW,OLNH«´
(SJW_F_November2006). 
Affective 
domain 
Happiness 
 
³'XULQJWKHSDVWILYH\HDUV,KDYH
LPSURYHGDORWLQ(QJOLVK«,IHHOYHU\
KDSS\DQGVDWLVILHG´(QU_E_July2010). 
Fear/unease 
 
³1RZ,IHHODOLWWOHGLVDSSRLQWHGDQG
SHUSOH[HG«,MXVWGRQ¶WNQRZZKDW,¶YH
OHDQWWRGD\´(SJW_D_March2006). 
Confidence 
 
³7KHPRVWLPSRUWDQWWKLQJZDVWKDW,
began to build my confidence in English 
IURPWKDWWLPH´(SCC_D_March2006). 
Shame 
 
³I had been receiving English education 
IRUWKUHH\HDUV«\HWP\VSHHFKHVZHUH
VWLOOIUHTXHQWO\LQWHUUXSWHGE\µ3DUGRQ"¶«
1HHGOHVVWRVD\,IHOWWHUULEO\DVKDPHG´
(TC _A_September2010). 
Identity, 
agency and 
investment 
Identity 
 
³$VDOXFN\VFKRODU,DPQRW care about 
H[DPVXQLYHUVLW\DQGPRQH\´
(RYP_D_May2006). 
Agency and investment 
 
³,ZRXOGOLNHWRGHFLGHZKDWWROHDUQDQG
KRZWROHDUQ´ (SQ _F_November2006). 
Empowerment 
 
³0\LQWHUQVKLS«UHTXLUHVPHWR
communicate with various vendors and 
FRQWUDFWRUV«$IWHUVRPHWLPH,IHOW
FRPIRUWDEOHWR«FRPPXQLFDWHZLWKWKHP
IUHHO\´(QC _E_July2010). 
 
Table 2.5 Themes, Sub-themes and Data Samples 
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Chapter 3:  TRADITIONAL CHINESE CULTURE OF LEARNING (TCCL) AND  
                    NUS LEARNING CONTEXT 
  
We come now to the findings from the analysis of the data gathered from the seven focal 
participants of this study. What learner characteristics and transitions did the analysis 
surface? In this chapter, we will examine how the learners were influenced by TCCL as 
well as their new L2 context in NUS, that is, the impact of the macro contexts, 
sociocultural, linguistic and academic, on the participants. From this bigger picture, we 
will later zoom in on the micro themes in the subsequent chapters.      
 
3.1 Traditional Chinese Culture of Learning (TCCL) 
 
The findings from the data presented two main strands of information on the Traditional 
Chinese Culture of Learning (TCCL). One is the TCCL learning/teaching context as seen 
through the eyes of the seven focal participants. That picture gives us an idea of how 
close the literature is to the learning culture experienced by these students firsthand. The 
other strand has to do with the participants themselves: how extensively or deeply they 
GHPRQVWUDWHRUHPERG\WKHFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIWKH³W\SLFDO´7&&/OHDUQHU7RUHPLQG
ourselves of the characteristics of this learning culture and WKH³W\SLFDO´OHDUQHU
reproduced below is a summary of the characteristics gleaned from the literature. 
 
The TCCL learning/teaching context or the TCCL learner is described as exhibiting the 
following characteristics: 
1. large classes and thus limited exposure/individual practice (Biggs, 1996, p. 46; 
Fusheng & Rao, 2007) 
2. transmission/expository teaching methods (Biggs, 1996, p. 46; Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, 
p.102) 
3. imitation model of learning (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, p. 9; Li, 2007, p. 59; Lu, 1997, p. 
75) 
4. exam-driven learning/teaching (Biggs, 1996, p. 46, 54; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, p. 11; 
Li, 2007, p. 59) 
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5. teacher as authority/model (Biggs, 1996, p. 46; Fusheng & Rao, 2007, p. 30; Ho & 
Crookall, 1995; Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.102; Wachob, 2004, p. 9) 
6. emphasis on mastery of knowledge (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.102)  
7. emphasis on learning from texts (Fusheng & Rao, 2007, p. 30; Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, 
p.102) 
8. memorisation of vocabulary and/or grammar (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.102; Li, 2007, 
p. 59; Wachob, 2004, p. 10) 
9. strong belief in effort for achievement (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.102; Rao, 2005, p. 54) 
10. passivity/lack of autonomy (Ho & Crookall, 1995; Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.104; Ni, 
2008; Rao, 2005, p. 54) 
 
3.1.1 3DUWLFLSDQWV¶Comments on TCCL  
 
In their diary entries and interview responses, the seven focal participants reflected on 
their learning context in China prior to joining the BC and in the process described certain 
TCCL characteristics. Between them they mentioned all ten of the above characteristics 
and the data they provided affirmed much of what is depicted in the literature on the 
Chinese learning/teaching context. It appears that the Chinese culture of learning was 
prevalent during the time these participants attended school in China. Thus, they observed 
and experienced the influence of TCCL firsthand. In the paragraphs below, the 
description of the TCCL characteristics are given as seen through the eyes of the seven 
focal learners. However, these characteristics might have been experienced and perceived 
by these learners as parts of a whole learning culture, so that at times they mentioned one 
or more traits of TCCL in the same discourse or even the same utterance.  
 
The exam as an unescapable part and the ultimate goal of Chinese education was alluded 
to by all seven focal participants: SCC, SJW, RYP, QU, SQ, QC and TC. SCC even 
FDOOHGLW³DEXUGHQ´+RZHYHUWKHKDUVKHVWOLQHVRQWKHH[DPLQDWLRQV\VWHPOHDGLQJWRWKH
Gaokao were etched by SQ who reflected in her diary on its seemingly relentless 
demands on students:  
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At that time, we are forced to learn from morning until night. We have no weekends, few 
KROLGD\VYHU\OLWWOHVSDUHWLPHVRZHFDQ¶WGRZKDWZHOLNH:HKDYHQRFKRLFHWRFRQWURO
our life. How I wished we could be free then! (SQ_D_April2006). 
 
In this picture of an exam-driven culture, SQ also depicted the life of the learner who 
seemingly showed no autonomy, an oft-cited trait of the typical TCCL learner. And what 
is the effect on the learning of English in such a system? According to SQ, Chinese 
students lack practice because English is learnt as a subject ± ³LWLVOLNHNQRZOHGJH´± and 
seldom used after class. Hence, the mastery of knowledge is emphasised but, in fact, 
³«OHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKZHOOLQ&KLQDLVQRWDQHDV\WKLQJ´(SQ_F_November2006). 
 
This difficulty of learning English well appeared to have also bothered QU. In her diary, 
she reflected on the emphasis placed on the mastery of knowledge, especially grammar 
and postulated: 
 
It seems to me that the root of our Chinese students always learning µdeaf English¶ is that 
we put too much emphasize on the grammar. Whenever we are speaking, we are thinking 
about the grammar which definitely slows the speed. A more serious consequence is the 
losing of confidence (QU_D_June2006). 
 
It appears then that the TCCL emphasis on grammar has an adverse effect. Further, she 
attempted to account for the shyness among PRC classmates to speak English in public: 
³,W¶VRQO\ZKHQWHDFKHUVDVN\RXWRDQVZHUTXHVWLRQV\RXZill speak in English. Except 
WKDW\RXGRQ¶WKDYHFKDQFHWRVSHDN´ (QU_F_November2006). Her explanation here 
appears to underline the authority of teachers and the seeming passivity of students, as 
well as the limited opportunities for practice and interaction in ELT classes.  
 
The emphasis on grammar in ELT classes was also a theme in SCC¶VIDFH-to-face 
interview. He had this to say: ³7HDFKHUVMXVWHPSKDVL]H«WKHJUDPPDUSDUW«(Because 
the classes very large?) <HDKEXWLILW¶VDVPDOOFODVVWKH\ZRQ¶WGRDQ\FKDQJHWRWKHLU
WHDFKLQJVW\OH%HFDXVHWKHH[DPLVDEXUGHQWRWKHKLJKVFKRROVWXGHQWV´
(SCC_F_November2006). In the above response, SCC also highlighted a few other 
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TCCL characteristics: teacher as authority, the transmission teaching methods, exam-
driven learning/teaching. In passing, he also mentioned the learning situation of large 
classes (of 60 students on average), which can limit practice and interaction.  
 
In his interview response during the face-to-face interview, another learner, SJW, seemed 
to echo SCC on the emphasis of grammar and the exam-driven learning culture in his 
own experience. In addition, he mentioned the emphasis on vocabulary and limited 
opportunities for speaking. The limitation might have been the result of large classes and 
the transmission methodology so that learning was effected through the imitation model: 
³«RXUHPSKDVLVH just in learning new words, grammars and to pass the exam. 
+PP«ZHKDYHIHZFKDQFH WRVSHDN´(SJW_F_November2006). 
 
The characteristics of teacher as authority and the imitation model of learning were 
likewise highlighted by TC. During junior middle school, TC readily embraced the 
reciting and memorisation of texts prescribed by his teacher. He wrote in his GLDU\³« 
my English teacher asked us to recite every article from textbook and she would check 
GXULQJUHDGLQJFODVVHYHU\PRUQLQJ«5HFLWLQJFRQWULEXWHGJUHDWO\WRP\SURJUHVV´ 
(TC_D_February2006). The above reflection introduces the belief in effort for 
achievement as well as emphasis on learning from texts and mastery of knowledge. When 
he was in the BC, however, TC could stand back and comment on the exam-driven 
V\VWHPWKDWWKHOHDUQLQJFRQWH[WLQ&KLQDZDV³PRUHIRFXVHGRQJUDPPDUUHDGLQJDQG
LW¶VDLPHGIRUH[DPV´ (TC_F_November2006). 
 
The themes of teacher as authority and the emphasis on vocabulary also surfaced in the 
diary of RYP who recalled the memorisation of teacher-DVVLJQHGYRFDEXODU\OLVWV³We 
depended a lot on humdrum memory in China. All the things we were supposed to do are 
to memorize everything the teacher assigned. A list of new vocabulary would be waiting 
for us all the time´(RYP_D_March2006). In addition, he commented in the face-to-face 
interview on the exam-driven system as well as the disparity between the mastery of 
NQRZOHGJHDQGWKHDSSOLFDWLRQRIWKDWNQRZOHGJHVXFKWKDWPDQ\35&VWXGHQWV³NQRZD
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ORWRIYRFDEXODU\«SDVVDORWRIH[DPVEXWWKH\GRQ¶WNQRZKRZWRXVH(QJOLVK´
(RYP_F_November2006). 
 
The mastery of knowledge and teacher as authority in TCC/ZHUHDOVRWKHPHVLQ4&¶V
diary and interviews. He detailed various learning methods prescribed by his teachers 
which included transcription and reading aloud, largely imitation models of learning 
(QC_D_March2006). In addition, he highlighted the micro issue of direct word-for-word 
translation and the macro issue of an exam-driven education system (fuelled by the goal 
of university admission). Like RYP, he concluded that though these students worked hard 
on exercises assigned by tKHLUWHDFKHUVWKH\³QHYHUHQWHU>Hd] the door of learning 
English´(QC_F_November2006). This comment pointed to the TCCL trait of strong 
belief in effort for achievement but also implied criticism of Chinese ELT.  
 
The above series of pictures painted by the students of their learning experiences in China 
do resemble the portrayal in the literature of the TCCL learning and teaching context: 
exam-driven teaching/learning; the lack of autonomy, and passivity on the part of 
learners; the transmission and imitation models of learning; the teacher as authority and 
model; emphasis on the mastery of knowledge, learning from texts, grammar and 
vocabulary; strong belief in effort for achievement; large classes and lack of individual 
practice. Thus, though China and the ELT scene have most probably been evolving over 
the past two decades, the influence of TCCL still seemed pervasive at least up till the 
mid-¶VZKHQWKHseven participants were attending junior and senior middle school.  
 
3.1.2 The Focal Participants as TCCL Learners 
 
7KHVHYHQIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHIOHFWLRQVRQWKH&KLQHVH(/7FRQWH[WPRVWO\FRQYHUJHG
and their comments indicated that TCCL as portrayed in the literature still had significant 
influence. However, whether the learners themselves were embodiments of the influence 
of TCCL is a separate issue. As the following discussion will indicate, the data do 
indicate commonalities among the participants particularly in three TCCL characteristics, 
namely, the centrality of vocabulary learning, the belief in effort and the active, even 
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proactive, stance they adopted towards their learning. While the first two findings are in 
keeping with the literature on Chinese students, the last trait is quite different from the 
SLFWXUHRIWKH³W\SLFDO´SDVsive student described in the literature. The participants thus 
exhibit both TCCL and non-TCCL characteristics; moreover, some of the non-TCCL 
characteristics appeared to have been present in the learners even before they left China. 
 
3.1.2.1 The Importance of Vocabulary 
 
Vocabulary was never far from the mind of the focal participants. SJW said little about 
vocabulary learning in his diary but in the face-to-face interview he expressed regret that 
KHKDGQRW³OHDUQWPXFKZRUGVQHZZRUGVDFWXDOO\´LQWKHBC compared to his 
schooldays in China³<DZHVKRXOGOHDUQQHZZRUGV6SRNHQOLVWHQLQJLVJRRGEXW
PRUHQHZZRUGVPD\EHHYHQEHWWHU´ (SJW_F_November2006). ,QFRQWUDVWWR6-:¶V
regret about the BC4&ZDVHODWHGWKDWKH³OHDUQHGPDQ\YRFDEXODULHV´GXULQg the BC 
(QC_E_July2010). The similarity between them was the significance of vocabulary in 
their belief system. RYP apparently shared the same belief about the importance of 
YRFDEXODU\ZKHQKHODPHQWHGHDUO\LQWKH%&³0\YRFDEXODU\LVOLPLWHG´
(RYP_D_February2006). At the end of his degree programme, his concern with 
vocabulary surfaced again in his advice to an imaginary IUHVKPDQWKH\VKRXOG³DOZD\V
EHUHDG\WRWDNHORQJDQGVWUDQJHZRUGV´ (RYP_E_July2010). QU was delighted that her 
reading of the Harr\3RWWHUVHULHVJDYHKHU³DORWRIQHZZRUGV´\HWVKHUHJUHWWHGWKDWVKH
³UHDGYHU\IDVWDQGQHJOHFWHGDORWRIQHZZords´(QU_D_February2006). In the email 
interview, she used vocabulary as one criterion for measuring success in her learning 
journey. The oral report during the BC was helpful as she ³OHDUQHGPDQ\(QJOLVK
phrases´(QU_E_July2010). TC also revealed his concern with vocabulary when he 
HYDOXDWHGWKHGHEDWHVDVSURYLGLQJDQDYHQXHWROHDUQPRUH³,WKRXJKW,FDQDWOHDVWOHDUQ
many vocabularies relating to the motions´ (TC_D_April2006). 
 
The two remaining participants, SCC and SQ did not only mention or imply that 
vocabulary learning was important for the learning of English but also emphasised the 
memorising of vocabulary. SCC reflected in his GLDU\WKDWKHKDG³WULHG>KLV@EHVWWR
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UHPHPEHUQHZZRUGV´VLQFHMXQLRUPLGGOHVFKRRO. During the BC, he learned many new 
ZRUGV³XVLQJKDOIDQKRXULQWKHPRUQLQJWRUHPHPber them´(SCC_D_May2006). 
However, he also stressed the need to use the words learnt LQUHDGLQJDQGZULWLQJ³UDWKHU
WKDQVLPSOHPHPRUL]LQJ´ (SCC_E_July2010). SQ stressed the need to memorise 
YRFDEXODU\EXWWRRNLWEH\RQGVLPSOHPHPRULVDWLRQWRPHDQLQJIXOH[SUHVVLRQ³2QO\
those words who have rooted in you mind can appear when you are thinking, and try to 
express you opinion´(SQ_D_May2006). She probably exemplified the Confucian 
VFKRODUZKRSUDFWLVHV³GHHSOHDUQLQJ´DVVXJJHVWHGE\%LJJVDQG*X,QWKH
exit email interview, her emphasis was still on vocabulary expansion which was greatly 
helped by her UDP. Referring to her major of Quantitative Finance, she reflected: ³,W
broadens my vocabulary, enriches the accuracy and contents of my expression´ 
(SQ_E_July2010). In addition to SCC and SQ, QU was very proactive in the way she 
went about expanding her vocabulary in English. I have described her concern for 
vocabulary in the previous paragraph but she deserves mention here for her traditional as 
well as high-tech ways to memorise and review words. She not only read print materials 
but also took advantage of computer software, radio broadcasts, recordings and mp3 
sound tracks. She left no stone unturned in her efforts to aid her memory and recall 
(QU_F_November2006). 
 
3.1.2.2 Belief in Effort for Achievement 
 
QU was outstanding not only in her efforts in vocabulary learning but also in other 
aspects and skills. She was the determined strategist who worked hard to advance as 
quickly as she could on her English learning journey. Why did she put in all this effort? 
She apparently embraced the belief that effort is necessary for achievement: 
 
...KDUGZRUNGHILQLWHO\ZLOOKHOS\RX%HFDXVHIRUODQJXDJHLW¶VQRWDPDWWHURIKRZVPDUW
\RXDUH1RWOLNHWKHPDWKVSUREOHPV>«@%XWIRU(QJOLVK«IRUH[DPSOHLI\RXUHDGD
sentence for a hundred times, of course you will remember it (QU_F_November2006). 
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QU was not the only participant who was influenced by a strong belief in effort for 
achievement but she was probably the one who acted on it most consistently. SQ also 
maintained her emphasis on effort for mastery through repeated practice during the email 
LQWHUYLHZZKHQVKHFRPPHQWHGWKXV³English is totally a foreign language for me before 
the bridging course. After it, I get used to it already. The courses and my own practices 
KHOSPHWRDFKLHYHLW´(SQ_E_July2010). Besides indicating her transition from being an 
EFL to an ESL learner, this remark underlines 64¶V deeply entrenched belief and TCCL 
YDOXHV,QKHUDGYLFHWRDQLPDJLQDU\35&IUHVKPDQVKHH[KRUWHG³Make better use of 
your bridging course time. You shall be self-disciplined and give yourself more pressure 
even though there's not many serious tests within the bridging course´(SQ_E_July2010). 
Effort was paramount to achievement not only for QU and SQ; SCC too believed that 
mastery of vocabulary was only possible after long, repeated practice. He started 
memorising vocabulary from two dictionaries (for CET4 and CET6) from high school 
and read ten pages each week. When he joined the BC, he started to read ten pages each 
day for half an hour to one hour before class. By mid-%&FRXUVHKHKDG³PDVWHUHGPRVW
words for level-6 already, and started to do the same thing for TOEFL vocabulary´
(SCC_E_July2010). Such dogged dedication is astounding and can only be the result of 
strong belief in the value of effort for attaining his ideal L2 self. 
 
3.1.2.3 The Participants as Active Learners 
 
The above findings DSSHDUWRFRQILUPWKHSODXVLELOLW\RIWKH³7&&/OHDUQHU´DVGHVFULEHG
in literature on Chinese ELT: the emphasis by these learners on the mastery of vocabulary 
through memorisation and the important role of effort for achievement. However, the 
latter charaFWHULVWLFDOVRVKRZVXS³WKHRWKHUVLGHRIWKHFRLQ´7KHSDUWLFLSDQWVZHUHDOO
active and even proactive learners in contrast to the verbally passive learner depicted in 
literature on TCCL. We have seen in the above paragraph how QU, SQ and SCC 
determinedly push ahead in their learning journeys. The same was largely true of the 
other participants, SJW, RYP, QC and TC, though in varying degrees and less dramatic 
fashion. The following examples will illustrate the initiative they took to facilitate their 
English learning. 
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6-:UHDG³DORWRIQRYHOV´LQWKH6HOI(QJOLVK/HDUQLQJ)DFLOLW\6(/)LQ&(/&GXULQJ
WKH%&³IRUFHG´KLPVHOIWRXVH(QJOLVKGXULQJKLV8'3LPPHUVHGKLPVHOILQ³WKH86
HGXFDWLRQDOFXOWXUH´GXULQJKLV6(3DQG³VDLGDORW´LQ(QJOLVKWRKLs German supervisor 
for his Final Year Project (FYP) (SJW_E_July2010). RYP constantly reflected on the 
task demands of the BC activities and took an active part in the intra- and inter-class 
debates. During his UDP, he faithfully wrote up the many laboratory reports required and 
³accumulated´KLVOHDUQLQJ³HYHU\GD\ZLWKDQ\RQH´,QWKHH[LWLQWHUYLHZKHDQWLFLSDWHG
KLVQHHGIRU³PRUHSURIHVVLRQDOZULWLQJ´ (RYP_F_July2010). QC hardly reflected on the 
%&LQKLVGLDU\EXWGLGUHYHDORQFHWKDWKHZDV³WU\LQJWo persuade [him]self to make full 
XVHRIHYHU\RSSRUWXQLW\WRSUDFWLVH>KLV@VSRNHQ(QJOLVK´(QC_D_March2006). While in 
his UDP he interacted in English with international students who were fellow residents at 
his student hall and did the same with contractors and vendors during his internship 
programme (IP) (QC_E_July2010). As for TC, he was active in managing his learning, 
and was constantly in search of new learning strategies during the BC, for example, 
reading books, using the Internet and taking part in the debates. As a Physics major, he 
GLG³LQWHQVHUHDGLQJ´RQWKHKLVWRU\DQGSKLORVRSK\RI6FLHQFHDQG³FRXOGUHDOO\IHHOWKH
LPSURYHPHQWRI>KLV@(QJOLVKODQJXDJH´'XULQJKLV6WXGHQW([FKDQJH3URJUDPPH6(3
LQWKH86$KH³WRRNWKHFKDOOHQJHWo give a presentation to a class of Americans in a 
VHPLQDUFRXUVH´7RRYHUFRPHKLVQHUYRXVQHVVKH³VSHQWGD\VWRGRUHKHDUVDO´:KHQ
FKRRVLQJKLV)<3KHWRRNFDUHWKDWKH³VKRXOGQRWHQGXSSUDFWLFLQJ&KLQHVHZLWK
SHRSOH´6RKHFKRVHD*HUPDQSURIHVVRU as supervisor and insisted on speaking English 
to his group members in the project (TC _A_September2010). 
 
Thus, we see how all the focal participants are active learners who do not conform to the 
image of the passive TCCL learner lacking in autonomy. Before we end this section, we 
shall see that there is yet another way in which these students were not passive: they did 
not refrain from voicing their critique, whether of their curricula or of authority, when 
WKH\GHHPHGLWILWWLQJ,KDYHTXRWHG6&&¶VYLHws on the TCCL context in 3.1.1: he 
believed that because of the emphasis on exams Chinese teachers would not change their 
teaching style. Another critic of the Chinese ELT situation, RYP was candid in his 
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unhappiness with memorisation of vocabulary lists GXULQJKLVVFKRROGD\VLQ&KLQD³,GR
QRWOLNHWROHDUQWKLVZD\´ (RYP_D_March2006). During the BC, he was reluctant to 
DFFHSWWKHDGYHUVHHYDOXDWLRQRIKLVHVVD\HYHQDIWHUKLV³WXWRUH[SODLQHGLWDJDLQDQG
DJDLQ´ (RYP_D_April2006). QC, while in senior middle school, rejected his English 
WHDFKHU¶VSHGDJRJ\EHFDXVHLWFRQWUDGLFWHGKLVEHOLHIVDERXWODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJ+HDOVR
critiqued the Chinese ELT situation, that PRC students may work hard following the 
PHWKRGVRUPRGHOOLQJRIWKHLUWHDFKHUVEXWWKH\³QHYHUHQWHUWKHGRRURIOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK´ 
(QC_F_November2006). TC was uncharacteristically frank in his comments about the 
ineffective English communication of some of his UDP lecturers originally from China: 
³«WKHLURUDO(QJOLVKLVQRWJRRGDFWXDOO\DQGLW does cause some problems to us, both 
6LQJDSRUHDQDQGWKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV´(TC _F_November2006). His analytical 
reflections on motivation and fossilisation in language learning also prove him to be far 
from passive (TC _E_July2010). It is possible that, like TC, many quiet students 
portrayed as passive learners in TCCL literature actually have very active minds and only 
need the right activity to unleash their motivation to participate or to speak up in class, 
just as TC did during the debates.  
 
I will underscore this finding on the active and proactive stance of the focal participants 
ZLWKWKHH[DPSOHVRIWKHWZRPRVWIRUWKULJKWOHDUQHUV48¶VFRPPHQWVHDUO\LQWKH%&
shows an outspokenness not expected of TCCL learners, especially one newly arrived 
from China. Some of these comments, included in Diary 2, was a rather direct critique of 
the BC when she compared it unfavourably to the New Oriental School (NOS) which 
UHIHUVWR³DIDPRXV(QJOLVKWUDLQLQJVFKRROLQ&KLQD´ZKHUH4U IHOW³IXOORIFRQILGHQFH
due to the rapid progress in English, thus finding great fun in learning English´6KH
followed this comment with ³Sometimes I miss the New Oriental from the bottom of my 
heart. I have to say sincerely that sometimes I feel boring because of the slow pace of the 
[bridging] course and the tiny progress in English´ (QU_D_February2006). Early in the 
%&WRR64¶VFRQILGHQWVXJJHVWLRQWRLPSURYHWKHFRXUVHZDVDOVRTXLWHXQH[SHFWHG³,
think another activity should be added is reading aORXGRUUHFLWLQJ´(SQ_D_March2006). 
She supported her suggestion with reasons based on her past L2 experience. In her last 
GLDU\HQWU\VKHZDVTXLWHIUDQNLQKHUGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKWKH%&³2XUEULGJLQJFRXUVH
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LV>«@LVGUDJJLQJRQ«EHFRPLQJDURXWLQH>«@:HGRQ¶WKDYHVXFKDQLPSRUWDQW
H[DPLQDWLRQWRGULYHXVWRVWXG\KDUG>«@,GOHOLIHFDQPDNHXVFRQIXVHG´
(SQ_D_May2006). Her evaluation remained unchanged in the exit email interview, as 
reflected in her advice to the fictitious junior: 
 
As to the bridging course, I think the class can be carried out in a more serious manner such 
WKDWRXUSRWHQWLDOFDQEHEHWWHUDFWLYDWHG>«@7KHEULGJLQJFRXUVHLVUHDOO\WRRUHOD[LQJ
compared with the university. I think lots of us experienced a swift and big transition  
(SQ _E_July2010).  
 
Her critique of the BC was rather strong in this last comment, which was quite unlike the 
TCCL learner portrayed in the literature as passive and deferential to authority.  
 
In summary, we see the seven participants, exemplifying both TCCL and non-TCCL 
characteristics, the latter having being developed even while the learners were still in 
China. Socialised early into their native learning culture, it is not surprising that they 
emphasised the mastery of knowledge, especially in the memorisation of vocabulary. The 
strong belief in effort for achievement was also a common trait among them. However, 
the active and proactive approach they adopted towards their learning, the curriculum, 
and authority, was not in keeping with the portrait of the typically passive TCCL learner.  
 
3.2 NUS Learning Context 
 
Having examined the TCCL context that the seven focal participants came from and the 
common learner characteristics that they embodied, let us now focus on their new 
learning context after they arrived in Singapore and in NUS. This new learning context 
can be divided neatly into two periods: pre- and post-matriculation. During the former, 
WKHVHOHDUQHUVZHUHHQUROOHGLQ&(/&¶V,QWHQVLve English Course for PRC SM3 students 
under the auspices of the Ministry of Education, Singapore. The course is often referred 
to as the Bridging Course (BC). After they had completed the BC, they matriculated as 
full-time NUS students, becoming also students in various faculties or schools, chiefly, 
the Faculty of Engineering, Faculty of Science and the School of Computing. In turn, the 
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influence of each period had on the learning journey of the seven focal participants can be 
further divided into the impact from the curriculum and the impact from the community. 
In the sections below, I present the findings of the influence of each segment of the NUS 
learning context on these participants and the transitions they made as a result. 
 
3.2.1 Pre-matriculation: Bridging Course (BC) 
 
3.2.1.1 Curriculum   
 
The seven young people were clear-eyed about and open to sharing their perspectives on 
the LPSDFWRIWKH%&¶VFXUULFXOXPRQWKHLUOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\0RVWRIWKHPZHUHSRVLWLYH
about the value and purpose of the BC, and able to see the connection between the 
curriculum and their improved proficiency in all or most of the four language skills of 
listening, speaking, reading and writing. In particular, speaking was singled out most 
often as the greatest gain from the BC and the course activities were considered the most 
useful means which helped them achieve those gains. Let us hear what they themselves 
testified to concerning the impact of the BC curriculum. (For an overview of the BC 
curriculum, see Appendix E: The Bridging Course.) 
 
First, the participants saw purpose and value in the BC. In their exit email interviews, 
both SCC and TC commented on this aspect of the BC. For SCC, the purpose of the BC 
is to prepare students for academic life in an English medium university. Thus, he 
suggested that the BC urges learners to set and then work towards their own targets. As 
for TC, what he found most challenging in the BC was being motivated so as to take 
initiative and make the effort: ³-XVWOLNHZKDW&RQIXFLXVVDLGµTeachers open the door, 
but you have to HQWHUE\\RXUVHOI¶´(TC _E_July2010). Thus, the BC had the value of 
motivating the students in their learning journey. 
 
$GGLWLRQDOO\WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GHYHORSHGJUHDWHUFRPSHWHQFHDQGFRQILGHQFHLQWKHLU
OLVWHQLQJUHDGLQJVSHDNLQJDQGZULWLQJVNLOOVWKURXJKWKHDFWLYLWLHVDQGWDVNVRI%&¶V
curriculum. The most frequently reported improvements were in speaking. Students who 
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highlighted their enhanced speaking skills were RYP, QU and TC. RYP found the 
activities of the BC most helpful for him, especially the intra- and inter-class debates in 
April 2006; up till then, he had never thought he would speak English in public. Even his 
mother was surprised:  
 
«EHIRUHWKDW,QHYHUWKLQN,ZRXOGVSHDNLQIURQWRIVRPDQ\SHRSOH,MRLQHGWKHGHEDWH
DQGP\PRWKHUZDVVXUSULVHG6KHVDLGµ2K\RXWRRNSDUWLQWKHGHEDWH"¶%HFDXVH,OLNHWR
keep quiet or only speak when necessary (RYP_F_November2006).  
 
QU had many chances to speak ³LQIURQWRIWKHZKROHFODVV´IRUWKHZHHNO\RUDOUHSRUW
that was the most helpful activity for her as it built her confidence and courage 
(QU_E_July2010). She built on this IRXQGDWLRQZKHQWKHFODVVKDG³WZRKHDWHGGHEDWHV´
she being one of the debate team members. She reported that all the debaterV³DUJXHG
fluently and actively´(QU_D_April2006). TC contrasted the BC with the Chinese ELT 
context he left behind, and evaluateGWKH%&DV³PRUHIRFXVHGRQRUDO(QJOLVKDQGWKHUH¶V
QRELJSUHVVXUHIURPH[DPV´ (TC _F_November2006). He also found the activities most 
motivating and helpful, especially the debates, DQGUHSRUWHGWKDWKHIHOW³PRWLYDWHGWR
UHIXWHKLVRSSRQHQW´ (TC _E_July2010). Thus, the BC provided the opportunity for him 
to extend his strategies for speaking. Perhaps, the new learning context and the demands 
of the curriculum encouraged him to explore new avenues. 
 
For QC, he found improvement in speaking and writing. During the face-to-face 
LQWHUYLHZVL[PRQWKVDIWHUFRPSOHWLQJWKH%&KHVDLG³,WKLQNWKHFRXUVHKHOSVPRVWLV
WKHVSRNHQ(QJOLVKDQGWKHDFWLYLWLHV,WLVYHU\LQWHUHVWLQJ>@,W¶VTXLWHXVHIXO,WKLQNWR
write essays, so although I spent a lot of tiPHRQLW>«@LW¶VZorth it´ 
(QC_F_November2006). QC also found that the research project helped him made the 
crossing into authentic use of English while he found the oral report the most challenging 
task. He reported that his vocabulary had also expanded.  
 
In terms of listening, two of the learners reported on definite improvement. SCC reflected 
that his listening proficiency had been heightened, as measured by his ability to follow a 
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PRYLH³,WKLQN,KDYHSURJUHVVHGDORWVLQFH,FRPHLQWR1861RZ,FDn get most of the 
OLQHVLQVRPHPRYLHVEXWVWLOOQRWDOOWKHOLQHV´(SCC_D_2006). SQ mentioned that 
listening was her greatest gain during the BC while oral report was her greatest challenge. 
BC provided the basis for her transition from EFL to ESL; it was easier to learn English 
well in NUS due to the opportunities for daily usage. Besides improvements in listening, 
writing and speaking skills, she learned more about western cultures 
(SQ_F_November2006). Thus, the BC also enhanced her integrative motivation. 
 
Like the others, SJW found the activities, debates and learning journeys (excursions) 
useful. However, he highlighted reading as he was motivated to read by the autonomy 
offered by the Self-English Learning Facility (SELF) at CELC:  
 
Yes, I thLQNWKHPRVW«WKHPRVWXVHIXORne may be the activities «GHEDWHDQGOHDUQLQJ
WRXURXWVLGHLW¶VYHU\JRRG«:HKDYHPRUHFKDQFHWRFRPPXQLFDWH. «%XW,RIWHQJRWR
WKH&(/&WRUHDGWKHERRNV«,FDQFKRose what I like what I dislike 
(SJW_F_November2006). 
 
With regard to the materials of the BC, SJW and SCC interestingly gave quite opposite 
YLHZV)RUWKHIRUPHUKHVDLG³0DWHULDO± there are always many materials they are 
JLYLQJXV«QRWYHU\JRRG,WKLQN«,GRQ¶WOLNHWRUHDGLW,GRQ¶WNQRZKRZ to say, but I 
just not like it´(SJW _F_November2006). On the other hand, SCC was very positive; 
ZKLOHKHIRXQGWKHDFWLYLWLHV³PDNH>KLP@IHHOTXLWHKDSS\´WKHPDWHULDOVZHUH³IXQ«D
ORWRILQIRUPDWLRQ´+HFRQWUDVWHGWKHPZLWKWKHWH[WERRNVXVHGLQKLVKLJKVFhool in 
&KLQDWKH\ZHUH³ROGVW\OH´DQG³EHFDXVHZHQHHGWRSUHSDUHIRUH[DPV«´ 
(SCC_F_November2006). 
 
+HQFHLWLVSUREDEO\VDIHWRFRQFOXGHWKDWDOOWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶(QJOLVKSURILFLHQF\
benefited from the BC, their first stop in the new NUS learning context though they 
varied in their emphasis on the different skills. The transition in terms of their 
competence and confidence in English learning was also quite apparent. 
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Besides the curricular aspects of the BC, did the pedagogical and relational dimensions of 
the BC impact the learners? Did the relationships with teachers and among learners 
WKHPVHOYHVLQIOXHQFHWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶OHDUQLQJMRXUQH\"7KHUHIOHFWLRQVDQGUHVSRQVHVon 
these aspects were generally positive. SQ particularly relished her harmonious class 
DWPRVSKHUH³0\EULGJLQJFRXUVHLVLQWHUHVWLQJ\RXWKVVHDWHGWRJHWKHUGLVFXVVLQJ
FKDWWLQJODXJKLQJ«DQGZHFRRSHUDWHZLWKHDFKRWKHUKDUPRQLRXVO\´
(SQ_D_March2006). As for the teacher-student relationship in the BC, the learners 
emphasised GLIIHUHQWDVSHFWVRIWKLVUHODWLRQVKLS5<3¶VUHVSRQVHZDVRQWHDFKLQJVW\OH
DQGWHDFKHUH[SHFWDWLRQV+HZDV³>W@DXJKWLQDQDWXUH>QDWXUDO@VW\OH´VXFKWKDWKHZDV
³UHDOO\OHDUQLQJDQGXVLQJDODQJXDJH´ (RYP_D_2006). In the second half of the BC, he 
perceived that his tutors had higher expectations and thus the task demands were more 
difficult. QC saw the teachers as nurturers who encouraged them to speak with 
H[KRUWDWLRQVVXFKDV³GRQ¶WEHVK\´ (QC_F_November2006). TC also mentioned that the 
WHDFKHUVHQFRXUDJHGWKHVWXGHQWVWRVSHDN³7KH\VSHDNWRXVLQ(QJOLVKDQGHQFRXUDJH
FRQYHUVDWLRQDPRQJVWXGHQWVLQ(QJOLVK´(TC_F_November2006). SJW saw the teachers 
DVDGYLVRUVDQGIDFLOLWDWRUV³« all my teachers are very helpful, especially, when we do 
the [research] project. My teacher has give us many advice and helped us to revise each, 
PDQ\WLPHV7HDFKHUVDUHJRRG´(SJW_F_November2006). 
 
Thus, teachers in the BC were perceived as a help by these seven learners: 
teaching/leading by example, setting standards, encouraging, advising, guiding. This 
picture is in contrast to the one the participants painted of the TCCL classroom in the 
previous section. There, the teacher is the authority who, for instance, assigns vocabulary 
lists for memorisation, prescribes the learning methods of reciting/transcribing texts or 
emphasises the mastery of knowledge for exams. The participants thus experienced a 
transition in pedagogy as well as relationship in the BC learning context. They seemed to 
have made that transition quite smoothly as none of them commented on the change in a 
negative way. 
 
However, not all was rosy. There were also reports on some negative aspects of the 
learning context of the BC as perceived by QU and SQ. QU who had attended NOS, 
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compared the BC unfavourably to NOS. Early in the BC, she reflected on her boredom 
GXHWR³WKHVORZSDFHRIWKHFRXUVHDQGWKHWLQ\SURJUHVVLQ(QJOLVK´6KHHODERUDWHG
³6PDOOFODVVKDVLWVDGYDQWDJHVHVSHFLDOO\IRUSUDFWLFLQJRUDO(QJOLVK«EXWWKere still can 
be some improvements´ (QU_D_February2006). Compared to her L2 experience in 
China, the BC had less emphasis on dictation and less rigour in reading practice. Thus, 
QU seemed to have some negative experience in the BC initially. SQ also seemed to 
lament the monotony of BC towards the end of the course. There was a sense of 
VWDJQDWLRQ³,MXVWIRXQG,KDGQ¶WOHDUQWDQ\WKLQJXVHIXO´6KHIHOW%&ZDV³GUDJJLQJRQ´
DQGURXWLQHOLIHZDVERULQJ7KHUHZDVQR³FOHDUJRDO´DQGQR³LPSRUWDQWH[DPLQDWLRQ´
as a driving force for SQ. Mental inertia had set in due to the lack of challenge: ³,GOHOLIH
can make us confused´(SQ_D_May2006). Thus, for these two learners, the transition 
was from a more demanding learning context in China to what they perceived as a less 
rigorous one in the BC. This transition was probably seen as a regression in their learning 
journey. Happily, they later appeared to have recovered from this initial culture shock and 
gave better reports of the NUS learning context. Towards the end of the BC, SQ found it 
³IXQWRPDNHIULHQGVZLWKVRPDQ\OLYHO\ZRUGV´DQGOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKEHFDPH³DPDJLF
JDPH´ (SQ_D_May2006). However, it should be noted that the findings in this sub-
section are based on only two participants and may not be illustrative of the experiences 
of all the focal participants.  
 
3.2.1.2 Community 
 
While the majority of their time during the first six months in Singapore and NUS was 
taken up by attending the BC five days a week, the PRC SM3 students did have the 
opportunity to interact with the larger NUS and Singapore communities. Broadly 
speaking, there were two responses to this opportunity, or perhaps the lack of it, 
depending on whose perspective.  
 
On the one hand, SCC relished the NUS environment ³EHFDXVHDOODURXQGLV(QJOLVK´
(SCC _F_November2006). SQ also wrote with perceptible delight that VKHZDVLQ³D
country whose formal language is English where almost anything written down is in 
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(QJOLVK´VRVKHZDQWHGWREH³FDUHIXODQGSD\DWWHQWLRQ´VRDV WR³OHDUQPRUHDQGOLYH
better´(SQ_D_March2006). 
 
On the other hand, QU reported that the sociolinguistic context thwarted her efforts to 
SUDFWLVHVSHDNLQJ(QJOLVK³It must be the most frustrating thing to find that the locals can 
easily know English is not my mother tongue the moment I speak one English word!´ 
(QU_D_May2006). She knew because people often replied her in Chinese. TC had a 
similar experience when many local people spoke Chinese to him. 
 
I generally thought that after 6 months of training I would talk to Singaporean in English 
IUHHO\«3HUKDSVLWLVSDUWO\EHFDXVH6LQJDSRUHLVQRWWRWally a English speaking country. 
When I went to computer center and asked staff for help, I spoke English, yet they replied 
me in Chinese. The same thing happened in bookstore (TC_D_March2006). 
 
It was a challenge for QU and TC to speak English within the local community; they felt 
much hindered in their attempts. Thus, some of the participants experienced and benefited 
from the transition to an English-speaking community. On the other hand, others felt that 
they did not receive adequate support from the sociolinguistic environment and their 
transition into this environment was a problematic one. It should be pointed out, however, 
that only two of the participants made unfavourable comments about the community in 
their new learning context and, thus, their experiences might represent those of only a 
small group among Chinese learners. 
 
3.2.2 Post-matriculation: Undergraduate Degree Programme (UDP) 
 
3.2.2.1 Curriculum 
 
After they completed the BC in June 2006, the PRC scholars matriculated as NUS 
students in early August. For these freshmen, that was initiation to academic life in the 
university where students, under the tutelage of the faculty, regularly plunged into a very 
rigorous curriculum, completing an average of five modules in twelve to thirteen weeks 
each semester, followed by examinations. Along the way, readings, discussions, 
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seminars, presentations, lab(oratory) reports, essays, project reports, mid-term tests, etc. 
were required, culminating in the final examination papers, to ensure that the set 
standards had been met. Co-currricular activities under the auspices of the clubs, societies 
and student halls were also part of the overall experience of the NUS student. These 
activities will be discussed in the section for Community. 
 
How did the seven focal participants navigate their individual learning journeys through 
this huge machinery of lectures, tutorials, workshops, seminars and fulfil the assignments, 
tests and exams required of them, which were all conducted in English, their L2? How 
did they survive this second phase of their NUS L2 context? Happily, the data show that 
they fulfilled the requirements amply and, in fact, emerged from their four-year 
undergraduate degree programme (UDP) all the more vital in their English skills. They 
had advanced well during their English learning journey and made various transitions as 
can be seen from their comments below.  
 
Some of these comments were brief but nonetheless indicated the overall impact of the 
UDP on the participants. In his characteristically straightforward and terse manner, RYP 
ZURWH³/DEUHSRUWVDORW´ LQUHVSRQVHWRWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZTXHVWLRQ³:hat did you 
find most helpful LQ\RXUGHJUHHSURJUDPPH"´ (RYP_E_July2010). As a Computational 
Biology major, completing the many laboratory reports he had to submit had provided 
UHJXODUSUDFWLFHIRUKLVZULWWHQ(QJOLVK4&¶VFRPPHQWZDVDOPRVWDVEULHI³7KHZULWLQJ
skill and reading VNLOO´(QC_E_July2010). Thus, the reading and writing they had to do in 
their UDP helped them improve their English skills.  
 
Reading requirements in his UDP likewise provided the bridge to greater proficiency for 
TC. His passion in Physics provided the impetus for him to read in English.  
 
As a physics student, I am not simply a fan of equations. I do philosophy and study the 
history of science in attempt to discover the secret of universe. And that motivated me to 
read a lot of philosophy and history books. And in the period of intense reading, I could 
really feel the improvement of my English language (TC_E_July2010).  
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0RUHRYHUKHFRQIHVVHGWKDWKHVSHQWDQ³DZHVRPHDPRXQWRIWLPHLQ(QJOLVK´:KDW
ZDVKLVPRWLYDWLRQDQGSXUSRVH"³7KHUHLVQRVXFKWKLQJVOLNHWUDQVODWLRQZKHQ,GR
SK\VLFV,QIDFW,KDYHWURXEOHWRWDONSK\VLFVLQ&KLQHVH´+HVXPPHGXSWKHSURJUHVVLQ 
KLVSURILFLHQF\WKXV³1RZ,DPSURILFLHQWLQ(QJOLVKUHDGLQJDQGOLVWHQLQJDQGeven 
naturally think in English´(TC_E_July2010). As we will learn in a later section, TC not 
only thought in English, but he also thought about English learning. 
 
Besides RYP, another Computational Biology major, QU, also found the UDP context 
helpful in developing writing skills in English. Her opportunities to write regularly came 
LQWKHIRUPVRIUHSRUWVDQGHVVD\V,QIDFWVKHKDGDGLIILFXOWWLPHLQLWLDOO\³,UHDOO\JRWD
very low mark on my lab report, because P\WHDFKHUVDLGµ:DKWKLVLVQRWZKDWZHFDOO
ODEUHSRUW¶.´ +RZHYHUVKHZDVDEOHWR³OHDUQWKHURSHV´RIWKLVJHQUHDQGGLGZHOOHQRXJK
later to qualify for a postgraduate degree programme. Beyond writing, QU found that her 
listening and speaking skills improved through regular interaction with lecturers, and 
ORFDODVZHOODVLQWHUQDWLRQDOIHOORZVWXGHQWV³)RUFHGWRVSHDN«VRLPSURYHGDORW´
(QU_F_November2006). In her classes, she also observed that her fellow students dared 
to ask questions, a trait she desired to develop for herself. As she advanced to the upper 
years, she met with professors and laboratory mates to discuss problems and present 
results (QU_E_July2010). So she could regularly practise her listening and speaking 
skills, in contrast to her experience of limited opportunities during the BC.  
 
The improvement in speaking skills as a result of the UDP was highlighted by another 
student SJW in the course of the email interview.  
 
My English, especially spoken English, was terrible as I first eQUROOHGLQ186«1RZ,
cannot say that I am good at English, but at least there's no problem to communicate with 
original English speakers. During the four years in NUS, my English has improved greatly. 
>«@,VWLOOUHPHPEHUWKHYHU\ILUVWRUDOUHSRUWLWwas a disaster and a shame. Now, I am 
very confident to make any speech, especially academic ones (SJW_E_July2010). 
 
:KHQ,SUREHGKLPRQWKHSURFHVVWKDWOHGWRWKLVRXWFRPHKHUHVSRQGHG³There are a lot 
of presentations, projects, thesis to be done. You use English all the time and you must 
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use it. I mean gradually, you will gain confidence and your English has improved without 
\RXQRWLFLQJLW´+RZHYHU6-:DOVRUHYLVLWHGUHDGLQJDVDVLJQLILFDQWFRQWULEXWRUWRKLV
transition to greater proficiency and confidence: ³,EHJDQWROLNHUHDGLQJ(QJOLVKERRNV
WKDWWLPH>%&@´,QKLVDGYLFHWRDQLPDJLQDU\MXQLRUVWXGHQWKHZURWH³8VH\RXUWLPHLQ
EULGJLQJFRXUVHWRUHDGPRUHDQGPRUHERRNV«I mean all kinds of books, not just those 
UHODWHGWR\RXUPDMRU´(SJW_E_July2010). Four years before, in his diary and the face-to-
face interview, he had highlighted the role of reading in his learning journey. Apparently, 
reading in and outside of the curriculum had helped SJW to advance in his English 
learning journey. 
 
An even more comprehensive improvement that included reading, writing, speaking and 
vocabulary skills was reported by SQ. In the email interview, she responded that her UDP 
was most helpful in giving her opportunities for practice. The significant experiences that 
KHOSHGKHUPRVWZHUHH[SRVXUHWRDQGXVHRIDFDGHPLF(QJOLVKGDLO\³I learned lots of 
very practical modules «0\PDMRURI4XDQWLWDWLYH)LQDQFHLVDYHU\FRPSUHKHQVLYHDQG
SURIRXQGPDMRUFRYHULQJPDWKSURJUDPPLQJDQGILQDQFH´(ODERUDWLQJVKHH[SODLQHG
that her UDP broadened her vocabulary, and enriched the accuracy and contents of her 
expression. Finance modulHVZHUH³ODQJXDJHHQULFKHG´DVLWLQYROYHGPXFKUHDGLQJ
writing and speaking (SQ_E_July2010).  
 
The importance of the UDP curriculum in helping the seven focal participants develop 
greater proficiency and confidence in their English skills may be summed uSE\6&&¶V
comments on this aspect. His responses to my questions (given in parentheses and 
italicised) during the face-to-face interview after one semester in his UDP underlined the 
UROHSOD\HGE\WKH186FRQWH[WLQWKHOHDUQHUV¶WUDQVLWLRQWRJUHDWHUIDPiliarity with and 
proficiency in English:  
 
I now listen in English, read in English, write in English. Except not speak in 
(QJOLVK«(So do you think NUS environment actually helped you?) Yeah, yeah I think so, 
EHFDXVHHU«KRZWRVD\\DRIFRXUVHEHFDXVe all around is English. (Okay, so the 
environment is important... So you think if you were in China, things will be different?) Ya, 
would be totally different (SCC _F_November2006). 
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So it appears that the NUS L2 context had contributed to the English learning journey of 
SCC and his fellow PRC learners. They had taken µthe road less travelled¶ compared with 
their peers who remained in the Chinese universities and this had made all the difference. 
As reflected in their comments above, undergoing their UDP had helped the seven focal 
participants experience a positive transition in their English competence and confidence.  
 
x Student Exchange Programme (SEP) and Internship Programme (IP) 
 
Like many globalised universities, NUS offers a Student Exchange Programme (SEP) as 
part of its curriculum, and students can apply to spend up to two semesters in a partner 
university. Three of the seven participants embarked on this programme: QU, SJW and 
TC. All three happened to be Faculty of Science students. Besides SEP, NUS offers 
another programme that provides its students with learning experiences outside the 
university and that is the Internship Programme (IP). Students may apply to be attached to 
a company or organisation for usually one semester to gain industrial experience. QC, a 
Faculty of Engineering student, went on an internship. On the whole, the SEP and IP had 
DSRVLWLYHHIIHFWRQWKHVHOHDUQHUV¶/OHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFHV 
 
As she did for her UDP, QU highlighted the enhancement of her speaking skills during 
her S(3H[SHULHQFH³With all native speakers around, I was forced to speak English more 
frequently and to be influenced by their accents and tones´(QU_E_July2010). The SEP 
moved her further along in her learning journey in giving her not only more opportunities 
to use English but also a greater sensitivity to the subtle nuances of tones and accents. 
This would have brought her closer to her Ideal L2 Self, one whose proficiency, 
especially in speaking, was close to that of the native speaker. There was thus a transition 
LQ48¶VUHDGLQHVVDQGVHQVLWLYLW\WRZDUGVFRPPXQLFDWLQJLQ(QJOLVK 
 
SJW found his SEP experience a significant help to his English learning overall, his 
enthusiasm palpable through his email interview responses. He first expressed his 
perception RIWKHYDOXHRIWKHSURJUDPPH³«exchanged to overseas, which is a perfect 
127 
 
FKDQFHIRUXVWRSUDFWLFHRXU(QJOLVK´ In his elaboration, when prompted, the many 
glowing adjectives and emphasis he used indicated the impact of the SEP had on his 
learning journey:  
 
I went to University of California, Santa Barbara at Sem II of third year for half a year. I 
was totally immersed in the US educational culture. It's quite different from that in 
Singapore or in China. For example, we have a lot of time to discuss with our classmates 
inside and outside the lecture room. We even have a weekly lunch time with our professor. 
In summary, it is more free and open there. In addition, I made a lot of friends both from 
US and other countries. You know, I had a great time with them and also learned a lot from 
them [emphasis added] (SJW_E_July2010). 
 
This experience appeared very helpful for SJW, academically, linguistically and socially. 
He seemed to have thrived in the openness and opportunities offered by the SEP segment 
of his UDP, reaching a new level in his English learning.   
 
7&¶VUHSRUWRIKLV6(3H[SHULHQFHZDVSDLQWHGLQOHVVURV\KXHVWKDQ6-:¶V+LV
evaluation was that he did not benefit linguistically from the programme at first but it had 
a good effecWDIWHUZDUGV³6(3GLGQRWGLUHFWO\LPSURYHP\(QJOLVK6WD\LQJDWWKHVDPH
level after completing SEP made me feel ashamed of myself and that motivates me to 
OLVWHQWR(QJOLVKSURJUDPDQGWDONWR(QJOLVKVSHDNLQJSHRSOH´:KDWLVLQWHUHVWLQJDERXW
7&¶VH[SHULHQFHLVKLVDQDO\VLVRIKLV6(3H[SHULHQFHDQGUHODWHGLVVXHV+HJDYH³WKH
SRVVLEOHUHDVRQ´ZK\KLV(QJOLVKZDVQRWPXFKLPSURYHGDIWHU6(3KHVSHQWPRVWRIKLV
HIIRUWRQKLV³UHVHDUFKSURMHFWVLQVWHDGRIORFDOUHVLGHQWV¶GDLO\OLIH´(YHQWKHQLQ
contrast to SJW, he had rather limited interaction with faculty and peers involved in the 
UHVHDUFKSURMHFWV³,FRPPXQLFDWHGZLWKIDFXOW\DGYLVRUVEXWWKH\ZHUHEXV\SHRSOH,JRW
from them roughly one hour per week, which is plenty for science but not so adequate for 
ODQJXDJH´(TC_E_July2010). However, it was not a lost cause, linguistically speaking, as 
KHUHFHLYHGKHOSIXOIHHGEDFNWKDWZDVTXLWHVLPLODUWR48¶VJUHDWHUVHQVLWLYLW\WRDFFHQWV
and tones:  
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SEP does not disappoint me though. « I got the feedback that my accent went well with 
Singaporean but not Americans. It LVLPSRUWDQWWRKDYHIHHGEDFNV«The hard thing in 
learning foreign language is that we are not sensitive to fine details. «Two things, which 
sound alike to me, may be distinctly different to native speakers. SEP helped me to realize 
those details (TC_E_July2010). 
 
7KLVDQDO\VLVVKRZV7&¶VJURZWK in discerning the finer aspects of language learning. Nor 
GLGKHVWRSDWDQDO\VLVIRUKHDFWXDOO\³WRRNXSWKHFKDOOHQJHWRJLYHDpresentation to a 
FODVVRI$PHULFDQVLQDVHPLQDUFRXUVH´(TC_E_July2010). To overcome his 
nervousness, he spent days rehearsing, which indicates remarkable motivation and 
metacognition. In his own way, TC developed greater sensitivity and motivation towards 
his English learning. 
 
Let us turn now to QC who went on the IP programme. His experience was not only 
positive but also transformative:  
 
My internship helps me a lot. The job requires me to communicate with various vendors 
and contractors. At the beginning though I was not very confident to talk with them, I had 
to. After some time, I felt comfortable to talk to them and was able to communicate with 
them freely (QC_E_July2010). 
 
7KHODVWZRUG³IUHHO\´VLJQLILHVPXFKJLYHQ4&¶VLQLWLDOGLIILGHQFHLQKLs new L2. He 
had experienced a transition in the process, becoming more confident in speaking English 
in authentic work situations. This was a long way from his early comment four years 
EHIRUH³I speak when I have to speak´ (QC_F_November2006). Overall, all the focal 
participants who were involved in the SEP or IP, an important part of their UDP, 
benefited from their experience and developed greater skills, sensitivity and/or 
confidence, albeit to different degrees.  
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x Final Year Project (FYP) 
 
Some of the NUS faculties or schools implement the Final Year Project (FYP) as part of 
the curriculum for their undergraduate students. These VWXGHQWV¶ fulfilment of the FYP is 
a requirement for graduation and it also gives the undergraduates the opportunity to join a 
research project team supervised by a professor who is often an expert in a particular 
field. The choice of the supervisor and the project team is therefore important for 
undergraduates, especially those who plan to take up postgraduate studies. The FYP may 
SDYHWKHZD\IRUWKHPWREHDGPLWWHGWR0DVWHU¶VDQG3K'SURJUDPPHVLIWKH\VKRZ
promise for research. Moreover, they could even continue in the same project under the 
same supervisor beyond their FYP. Both SJW and TC referred to their FYP and their 
supervisor in the email interview answers. Interestingly, they were both Physics majors 
and both had German supervisors.  
 
7KH)<3KDGDSURIRXQGDQGSRVLWLYHHIIHFWRQ6-:¶V(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\DVFDQEH
deduced from his enthusiastic reflections on his experience. Responding to the invitation 
to describe some significant experiences or people during this journey, he wrotH³My 
supervisor is German and I have to communicate with him in English all the time. He is 
very nice and can always forgive my bad English. I said a lot and My English has 
improved naturally´(SJW _E_July2010). On my probing, SJW responded that he worked 
under the supervision of this professor for more than a year which was an extensive 
SHULRGRIWLPH7KHSURIHVVRU¶VNLQGQHVVDQGRSHQQHVVHPSRZHUHG6-:VXFKWKDWKH
GDUHGWRVSHDN³DORW´DQGLWVHHPHGRQO\QDWXUDOWRKLPWKDWLPSURYHPHQWIROORZHG
Thus, WKH)<3SURYLGHG\HWDQRWKHUHQULFKLQJFRQWH[WIRU6-:¶V(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ
leading to his perception of improvement. 
 
TC seemed also to have benefited from his FYP experience though it was not explicitly 
said. After his SEP experience when he felt he did not make commensurate progress in 
his English, he made a deliberate choice of his FYP supervisor and the project team as 
revealed in his autobiography. Not only that, he also determined that he would speak in 
English to all team members even when they spoke in Chinese to him.  
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When choosing Final Year Project supervisor in NUS, I kept in mind that I should not end 
up practicing Chinese with people. I chose a professor from Germany, of whose group half 
do not speak Chinese. The other half, of course, spoke Chinese to me on welcoming me 
into the lab. But I insisted on speaking English and soon they accepted it. During my year 
long project, they bore with confusions resulted from my blurred English. And I am 
grateful to many corrections they made to my language (TC _E_July2010). 
 
Such a concerted effort to ensure that he practised his English speaking skills regularly 
ZDVUHPDUNDEOHDQGVKRZHG7&¶VPRWLYDWLRQ,WLVSUREDEO\WUXHWKDW7&PDGHSURJUHVV
in his speaking during his FYP. Thus, this aspect of the NUS learning context, where he 
decided to take charge of the language he would use for all interaction, had helped TC 
make an important transition in agency and self-empowerment in his learning journey. 
 
3.2.2.2 Community 
 
How did the participants interact with the NUS and Singapore communities? Not as much 
was recorded of their social activities as it was for their academic ones. Nonetheless, two 
of them did mention the impact of their activities related to their residential halls, games 
and other co-curricular activities (CCAs). QU described the local students in her hall as 
preferring to speak English though they could understand and speak Chinese. Thus, she 
³MXVWKD>G@WRVSHDN(QJOLVK´7KHUHZHUHDOVRPDQ\H[FKDQJHVWXGHQWVLQWKHKDOO
including tKRVHIURP&DQDGDRU$PHULFDDQGVKHFRXOG³RQO\WDONWRWKHPLQ(QJOLVK´
6KHHYDOXDWHGWKDWDVDJRRGH[SHULHQFH³«DWILUVW,DOVRDELWDIUDLGWKH\FDQ¶W
XQGHUVWDQGPHEXWWKHQWKH\VD\RND\LW¶VJRRG«because I speak slowly then they say it 
is ok, quite okay´(QU_F_November2006). That experience appeared to have been 
affirming for QU and probably contributed to her English learning journey. Thus, being 
open to interaction in English with fellow hall residents of other nationalities had a 
positive effect on her proficiency and confidence. 
 
The other learner who reported on the influence of his CCAs was QC. They provided him 
with another L2 context within NUS for interaction and communication, leading to 
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growth in his beliefs, confidence and competence. He ³WRRNXSDORWRI&&$VGXULQJWKH
ILUVWWZR\HDUVXQLYHUVLW\OLIH´LQKLVKDOO³,WKLQNWKLVKHOSHGPHDORWWRPDNHWKLV
FKDQJH>LQFRQILGHQFH@KDSSHQ´+HVSRNH(QJOLVKZKHQKHSOD\HGEDVNHWEDOOLQKLV
VWXGHQWKDOOZKHUHWKHUHZHUH³DORWRIIRUHLJQHUV´. However, QC had a strong sense of 
Chinese cultural identity as revealed in his diary; thus, he also spent much time in CCAs 
ZKHUH&KLQHVHZDVWKHQDWXUDOFKRLFH³«EHFDXVHLQXinqingrongji [a campus Chinese 
song contest organised by students] we all speak Chinese. All the Malaysians, 
6LQJDSRUHDQVDQG&KLQHVHWKH\DOOVSHDN&KLQHVH´ (QC_F_November2006). Thus, QC 
managed to maintain his Chinese cultural identity while developing greater confidence in 
speaking English when engaged in different CCAs at his residential hall.  
 
In summary, after spending four and a half years in NUS and experiencing its curriculum 
and community which together made up their whole learning context, the seven focal 
participants had all emerged further along in their individual learning journeys. While 
passing through the various portals that constituted the curriculum ± BC, UDP, SEP, IP 
and FYP ± and living as members of the NUS community, the participants had become 
more competent and confident as learners and users of English. Some, like TC and QU, 
had also developed greater sensitivity to the language and the nuances of accent and 
usage among other English speakers. The above summary is an overall view of their 
English learning journey through NUS which was arguably a successful one. Each had 
transited from being an EFL learner to an ESL one.  
 
From the vantage point of how the participants transited through the macro contexts of 
TCCL and NUS (both BC and UDP), we will try to gain further insights in terms of their 
learner characteristics and transitions in motivation, beliefs, strategies, affective domain, 
identity, agency and investment, which will be discussed in the following two chapters. 
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Chapter 4: MOTIVATION, BELIEFS AND STRATEGIES 
 
4.1 Motivation from a Multi-faceted Perspective 
 
The analysis of the data indicates that motivation in learning English is multi-faceted and 
complex for the seven case study participants. This seems, at first glance, surprising, 
JLYHQWKHUHODWLYHO\VKRUWKLVWRU\RIWKHVHOHDUQHUV¶(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJDQGWKHW\SLFDO
association of TCCL with instrumental motivation. However, on further reflection, the 
findings would seem logical, given the experiences of these students who have moved 
from an EFL context (when they only learned the language in class) to an ESL learning 
one (when they used it daily in class and in the community) during that short history. 
They were then no more students from a purely TCCL context.  
 
Moreover, as we have already seen in the literature review, motivation is indeed a 
complex construct (Gardner, 2001; Syed, 2001; Williams, Burden & Al-Baharna, 2001). 
Hence, we should expect that the motivation for English learning was no less complex for 
the seven PRC learners in this study. As we shall see in the following sub-sections, their 
motivation saw changes as the learners moved through different stages of their learning 
journeys. Their motivation was one aspect of the transitions that the learners underwent 
as a result of studying in the learning context of NUS. 
 
The analysis of these data yielded a multi-IDFHWHGSHUVSHFWLYHRIWKHOHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQ
To give us a more organised grasp of the different facets of motivation for these students, 
I have grouped them into four main descriptions: (1) Instrumental-Integrative Motivation, 
(2) Motivated Self, (3) Significant People, and (4) Loss of Motivation. The first two 
facets were derived from the literature on motivation ± the research by Gardner and his 
associates (e.g., 1972, 2001) and Dörnyei and his associates (e.g., 2001). The other two 
were based on unforeseen, recurring themes in the data. These multiple facets of 
motivation presented by the seven focal participants are represented visually by Figure 
4.1. In the figure, it can be seen that the four salient distiQFWLRQVLQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
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motivation are further broken down into finer-grained aspects. The four major facets and 
the finer aspects will be discussed in the sub-sections following Figure 4.1. 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Motivation: A Multi-faceted Perspective 
 
4.1.1 Significant People  
 
The analysis of the seven case studies shows that the influence of significant people on 
WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJZDVYHU\LPSRUWDQWDQGHYHQFULWLFDO,QWKHLQLWLDOSDUW
of their lives, either during childhood or early adolescence years, significant adults, 
especially their parents and teachers, played a crucial role. At the beginning of their 
English learning journey (when they were in upper primary or junior middle school), the 
seven focal participants themselves were probably too young to be motivated to learn a 
foreign language. Even if they were self-motivated, they would not have known how to 
direct the course of their early EFL education. The fact surfaced by the data is, invariably, 
that LWZDVWKHOHDUQHUV¶SDUHQWs and their English language teachers who encouraged them 
to take the first steps or who decided their directions in the English learning journey.  
ͻ
ͻ Gardner's System
ͻ Instrumental
ͻ Integrative
ͻ Dörnyei's System
ͻ Ideal L2 Self
ͻ Ought-to L2 Self
ͻ L2 Learning 
Experience
ͻ Parents
ͻ Teachers/Professors
ͻ Peers
ͻ Others
ͻ Boredom
ͻ Pace of BC
ͻ Resistance
Loss of 
Motivation
Significant 
People
Instrumental-
integrative 
Motivation
Motivated
Self
134 
 
 
As pointed out by Larsen-Freeman (2001), when we are studying young learners, we need 
also to examine the iPSDFWRI³LQIOXHQWLDORWKHUVVXFKDVSDUHQWVSHHUVDQGWHDFKHUV´
7KLVLQVLJKWLVVXSSRUWHGE\6\HGZKRIRXQGWKDWWKDW³VRFLDODQGIDPLOLDO
H[SHFWDWLRQVDUHDQLPSRUWDQWFRQVLGHUDWLRQLQLQIOXHQFLQJWKHPRWLYDWLRQ´RIILYH
heritage learners of Hindi. In their diaries and interviews, SCC, RYP, QU, QC and TC 
looked back to their childhood or early adolescence when their parents, especially their 
mothers, as well as their teachers charted their learning paths. It can be posited that 
significant adults have a direct and vital role in nurturing PRC learners in their early 
motivation.  
 
6&&¶VPRWKHUEHOLHYHGWKDW(QJOLVKZRXOGSOD\DQLPSRUWDQWUROHLQWKHIXWXUHZRUOGKH
imbibed her belief and made an effort to improve his English after his dismal showing in 
SULPDU\VFKRRO+HUEHOLHIVUHVXOWHGLQKHUHIIRUWVWRFDUYHRXWDSDWKIRU6&&¶V(QJOLVK
OHDUQLQJ6KHLQLWLDOO\FRDFKHGKLPKHUVHOIDQGODWHUHQJDJHGDFRPSHWHQWWXWRUIURP³WKH
EHVWKLJKVFKRRO´LQWKHLUFLW\ (SCC_D_March2006). A second significant adult was his 
junior middle school English teacher who praised him for his efforts and performance. 
)URPWKHQRQKHGLG³QHDUO\SHUIHFWLQKHUFODVV´ (SCC_D_ March2006). In total, his 
growing motivation turned him from being a poor student of English during primary 
school to becoming among the best in junior middle school.  
 
Another learner, QU was well-provided for by her parents from the start; she had a 
computer in her home and vocabulary learning software. She herself also bought tapes 
and books (QU_D_ April2006). When she was proficient enough to read the original 
versions of bestsellers, she acquired the Harry Potter series (QU_D_ February2006). QU 
also wrote about her English teachers who encouraged her to read, to listen to the radio, 
to expand her vocabulary (QU_D_ March2006). She was particularly inspired by the 
enthusiasm and the methods of the teachers of New Oriental School (NOS), a famous 
private school chain, in Wuhan, China, where she attended extra-curricular English 
classes (QU_D_ February2006). Again, parents and teachers were the significant others 
ZKRODXQFKHG48¶VHDUO\PRWLYDWLRQ 
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7&UHYHDOHGLQKLVDXWRELRJUDSK\WKDWKLVPRWKHU³SODFHGVWURQJHPSKDVLV´RQKLV(QJOLVK
ODQJXDJHHGXFDWLRQDV³DJRRGEHJLQQLQJLVFUXFLDOWROHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK´DQGXUJHGKLP
³WRIROORZ(QJOLVKWDSHV´+HKDG(QJOLVKWXLWLRQRQHRIWKHIHZKHKDGHYHUKDG7&
DOVRVSHFLILFDOO\PHQWLRQHGRQHRIWKH³NH\ILJXUHVWKDWH[HUWVWURQJLQIOXHQFH´RQKLP/L
Yang, the founder of Crazy English, an unorthodox method of teaching English. He 
UHJXODUO\IROORZHG/L¶VDGYLFHWRUHDG(QJOLVKDORXGWLOOKLVPRXWKJRW³GU\DQG
H[KDXVWHG´,QMXQLRUPLGGOHVFKRRO7&¶V(QJOLVKWHDFKHUHQFRXUDJHGKHUVWXGHQWVWR
learn texts by heart. Being praised as the best student in reciting texts in the class 
motivated him to persevere in his learning (TC _A_September2006). The impact of 
VLJQLILFDQWDGXOWVDSSHDUVWREHIRUPDWLYHIRU7&¶V(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\ 
 
7RDOHVVDSSDUHQWGHJUHHWKH³ODWHQWKHOS´RI5<3¶V³ZDUPIDPLO\´NHSWXSKLV
motivation during the BC when he struggled with his oral reports and essay writing. His 
parents sent him material resources and provided emotional support so that he could 
concentrate on his English learning (RYP_D_May2006). From the data, it can be 
surmised that this support from the significant adults in his life was available to RYP 
during the early years of his English learning. 
 
As for QC, two of his English teachers in junior middle school employed different 
methodologies. While Mrs F required transcription of texts and demanded explanations of 
DQVZHUV0UV:UHTXLUHGUHDGLQJDORXG4&IRXQGWKHVHWHDFKHUV¶VWUDWHJLHVKHOSIXODQG
his English improved through them (QC_D_March2006). Thus, he was motivated to 
continue learning through these methods even after he moved to upper classes.  
 
Why do parents and teachers appear to have such a seemingly pervasive influence on 
&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQWRZDUGV(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ"2QHSRVVLEOHUHDVRQLV&RQIXFLDQ
philosophy on which Chinese cultural tradition is based. In the literature review, we have 
already seen how Chinese culture emphasises the hierarchical conceptions of 
relationships (Ni, 2008). The child should respect and obey his parents and teachers, 
while the latter authority figures exercise due benevolence for the welfare of their charge. 
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However, a second possibility is the close-knit parent-child relationship given the typical, 
H[WUHPHO\VPDOOQXFOHDUIDPLO\RIPRGHUQ&KLQD7KLVLVKRZ6&&GHSLFWHGKLVPRWKHU¶V
LPSDFWRQKLVOLIH³0\PRWKHUGRHVKDYHDVWURQJLQIOXHQFHRQPHLQPDQ\DVSHFWV«6R
ZKHQ,ZDV\RXQJ,ZDVZLOOLQJWRREH\P\PRWKHU¶VLQVWUXFWLRQWRZDUGVHYHU\WKLQJ
EHFDXVH,EHOLHYHP\FORVHVWSHUVRQLQWKHZRUOGZRXOGQRWFKHDW>GHFHLYH@PH´
(SCC_D_May2006). Thus, some Chinese children may have a head start in motivation 
towards learning English due to one or both of these socio-cultural factors.  
 
Shifting the focus to the NUS learning context, the participants mentioned other 
significant people who had impacted their motivation in the different phases during the 
four and a half years. First, it was their teachers in the Bridging Course (BC), and their 
professors in their undergraduate degree programme (UDP) and the Student Exchange 
Programme (SEP). Second, most of them also alluded to their peers: fellow SM3 
students, fellow undergraduates, exchange students in NUS, Final Year Project (FYP) 
teammates and SEP peers. One participant, QC, also mentioned the contractors and 
vendors in his Internship Programme (IP).  
 
In their face-to-face interviews, both QC and TC acknowledged that the BC teachers 
played an important role in encouraging them to overcome their shyness to speak in 
English. This encouragement was especially crucial for some PRC students who might 
IHHO³DVKDPHG´EHFDXVHWKH\FRXOGQRWVSHDN³YHU\JRRG(QJOLVK´ 
(QC_F_November2006). They had to be motivated to make a start so as to build their 
FRQILGHQFH7&UHFRXQWHGWKDW%&WHDFKHUV³VSHDNWRXVLQ(QJOLVKDQGHQFRXUDJH
conversation among students in English´ (TC_F_November2006). Three years later, in 
the email interview and his autobiography, he revealed that interaction with people he 
met dXULQJKLV6(3H[SHULHQFHPRWLYDWHGKLPWRWU\WRLPSURYHKLV(QJOLVKIXUWKHU³I got 
WKHIHHGEDFNWKDWP\DFFHQWZHQWZHOOZLWK6LQJDSRUHDQEXWQRW$PHULFDQV´
(TC_E_July2010). He also met a newly-DUULYHG35&PLJUDQW³ZKRVSRNHLQSHUIHFW
$PHULFDQDFFHQW´. Thus, he took practical steps in response to the feedback and 
HQFRXQWHU³(YHUVLQFHWKHQ,KDYHEHHQSD\LQJPRUHDWWHQWLRQVWROHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK´
(TC_A_September2010). This extended to his motivation to choose a German supervisor 
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for his FYP and speak only in English to his FYP teammates. As for QC, he reflected in 
the face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZWKDW³ODQJXDJHLVMXVWDQLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQSHRSOHVR\RXFDQ
KHOSHDFKRWKHU´ (QC_F_November2006). He applied this particularly during his UDP 
when he played basketball with the many international students at his residential hall. His 
IP also required him to communicate with vendors and contractors, and he made himself 
OHDUQWRGRLW³$WWKHEHJLQQLQJWKRXJK,ZDVQRWYHU\FRQILGHQWWRWDONZLWKWKHP,KDG
WR´ (QC_E_July2010). 
 
$QRWKHUOHDUQHUZKRZDV³IRUFHGWRVSHDN´(QJOLVKGXULQJWKH8'3ZDV486KH
described a seminar-style module called Doing Science, during the face-to-face interview, 
where she had to engage with a group of five to ten people, including mentors and 
students. In order to articulate her ideas, she pushed herself to speak up and seized 
opportunities to practise speaking inside and outside the classroom, especially with 
international and exchange students (QU_F_November2006). When asked in the email 
LQWHUYLHZZKDWVKHIRXQGPRVWKHOSIXOLQKHU8'3VKHUHVSRQGHG³3HUVRQDO
LQ>W@HUDFWLRQVZLWKSURIHVVRUVWXWRUVDQGFODVVPDWHV´ ,QKHU6(3VXUURXQGHGE\³all 
QDWLYHVSHDNHUV´RQFHDJDLQVKH³ZDVIRUFHGWRVSHDN(QJOLVKPRUHIUHTXHQWO\DQGWREH
influenced by their accents and tones´ (QU_E_July2010).  
 
SJW was also motivated by his SEP experience but, even during his BC days, he had 
made an effort to speak English nightly with his hostel roommates and described the 
H[SHULHQFHDV³IXOORIIXQ´ and ³a better way to find out our mistakes than just by 
ourselves´ (SJW_D_February2006). During his SEP at the University of California, he 
revealed in his email interview that he interacted regularly with his professor and new 
friends both inside and outside OHFWXUHVDQG³OHDUQHGDORWIURPWKHP´:KLOHGRLQJKLV
)<3KHIHOWHPSRZHUHGWRVSHDN³DORW´E\KLVVXSHUYLVRUD*HUPDQSURIHVVRUZKR
FRXOG³DOZD\VIRUJLYH>KLV@EDG(QJOLVK´ (SJW _E_July2010).  
 
Similarly, SQ found interaction with others in her new learning context in NUS, starting 
from the BC, motivating and inspiring. Writing in her diary, she recounted her joy in 
being able to communicate with total strangers in English to get a page printed. She also 
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GHOLJKWHGLQOHDUQLQJZLWKKHUFODVVPDWHV³0\ bridging course is interesting, 21 youths 
VHDWHGWRJHWKHUGLVFXVVLQJFKDWWLQJODXJKLQJ«DQGZHFRRSHUDWHZLWKHDFKRWKHU
KDUPRQLRXVO\*HQHUDOO\ZHFDQOHDUQDORWGXULQJRXUFODVVHV´(SQ_D_March2006). 
This motivation encouraged by social interaction also surfaced in the email interview 
ZKHQVKHDGYLVHGWKHLPDJLQDU\IUHVKPHQWR³make more friends. The friendship 
developed in this period is really precious and helpful´ (SQ _E_July2010). She probably 
felt helped and motivated by her interaction with friends. 
 
In also giving advice to an imaginary junior in the exit email interview, SCC advocated, 
³«WU\WRFRPPXQLFDWHPRUHZLWKSURIHVVRUVDQGVWXGHQWVDIWHUFODVV´
(SCC_E_July2010). It was probable that he too had found this interaction motivating for 
himself. As for the last participant, RYP, he responded in the email interview that his 
JUHDWHVWJDLQIURP%&ZDVEHLQJDEOHWR³FRPPXQLFDWHZLWKSHRSOHIUHHO\QRVKDPHdue 
to the mistakes in language´(RYP _E_July2010).This candid comment indicates that it 
was quite liberating and motivating for him to achieve that level of comfort while 
communicating with others in his new learning context in NUS.  
 
It would not be surprising that as these PRC learners moved from their first learning 
context in China, which was essentially an EFL one, to their second in NUS, and even a 
third during SEP or IP, essentially ESL ones, they experienced a transition in the source 
of their motivation due to the impact of  significant others. The influence by family and 
early English teachers gave way to that by BC teachers, UDP and SEP professors, IP 
colleagues and clients or vendors, FYP supervisors and peers who could be local, 
international or exchange students. They moved from being motivated by the guidance 
and encouragement of parents and early teachers to being motivated by their authentic 
interaction with their current teachers and peers. In both cases, however, significant 
others are a primary source of motivation as shown in all the data. Thus, different 
significant people made important contributions to the motivation of these PRC learners 
at different stages of their lives. This finding on significant others has implications for the 
BC teacher and will be discussed further in the Chapter 6. 
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4.1.2 Instrumental-Integrative Motivation  
 
Beginning with my Diploma-in-Education teacher training, I had envisaged motivation in 
terms of the instrumental-integrative binary set based on the research of Gardner and his 
associates (Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Gardner, 2001). In a bilingual language situation, 
³DSHUVRQ¶VPRWLYDWLRQLVWKRXJKWWREHGHWHUPLQHGE\KLVDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVWKHRWKHU
group in particular and toward foreign people in general and by his orientation toward the 
OHDUQLQJWDVNLWVHOI´*DUGQHU	/DPEHUWS7KHorientation is considered 
instrumental if the purposes of language study reflect more utilitarian values, such as 
career advancement. On the other hand, the orientation is integrative when there is a 
genuine interest to learn more about the other cultural community, to the point of 
eventually being accepted as a member. Due to my familiarity with this interpretation of 
motivation, I adopted this approach to analyse data in my earlier research, including a 
diary study of PRC students (Fong, 2006b). Similarly, during the first phase of data 
gathering for the present study, via the diary and face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZWKHOHDUQHUV¶
motivation was examined on whether it was instrumental or integrative, or both. Though 
there have been more recent paradigms put forward on motivation, as in the works of 
Dörnyei, I still found this lens of instrumental-integrative motivation useful for studying 
WKH35&OHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLon to learn English. This was because much of what the 
students presented in the data was expressed in utilitarian and affective or relational 
terms. 
 
7KHXVHIXOQHVVRI*DUGQHU¶VFRQFHSWEHFRPHVDSSDUHQWZKHQZHUHPHPEHUWKDWWKH
learners were actually studying and living in an ESL learning situation, in NUS and in 
Singapore. They had the potential to integrate into the target language community if they 
had so wished. Or they could remain aloof and largely instrumental in their motivation. 
They could also manifest both types of motivation in their transition through their BC and 
UDP.  
 
The findings from the case studies indicate that, at the beginning, during the BC and first 
semester of their UDP, all of the seven participants exhibited instrumental motivation. 
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(QJOLVKZDVLPSRUWDQWIRUWKHLUHGXFDWLRQDQGIXWXUHFDUHHU,WZDVDXVHIXO³WRRO´DV
mentioned by some of the learners. However, some of the participants also displayed 
early signs of an integrative orientation. Around the time of their graduation from NUS, 
some of the learners seemed to have developed more pronounced signs of this integrative 
orientation though most of them still retained their instrumental motivation. Over the 
course of four and a half years, there were signs of transitions from a mainly instrumental 
orientation of English as a tool to a more integrative one of English as a channel of 
communication with a community. These transitions could have helped the participants 
become more confident and competent learners and users of English. 
 
Let us begin with TC who responded most extensively on motivation, giving us the fullest 
reflection on the theme among the seven focal participants. His case also exemplifies a 
learner who retained a mainly instrumental motivation despite some small adaptations 
GXULQJKLVOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\7&¶VGLDU\HQWULHVGXULQJWKH%&ZHUHDOPRVWDOZD\VDQ
exploration of some strategy to improve his English. He was clearly goal-directed in his 
choices, including participation in the inter- and intra-class debates wheQKHIHOW³IRUFHG
WROHDUQIRUFHGWRSUDFWLVHPRUHPRWLYDWHGWR´ (TC _F_November2006). However, he 
DOVRDSSURDFKHGWKHPZLWKHQWKXVLDVP³,DPTXLWHH[FLWHG´ (TC _D_April2006). The 
possible beginning of an integrative orientation was also hinted at in his diary entry when 
he expressed disappointment with his failed attempts to interact with the NUS community 
LQ(QJOLVK³:KHQ,ZHQWWRFRPSXWHUFHQWHUDQGDVNHGVWDIIIRUKHOS,VSRNH(QJOLVK\HW
they replied me in Chinese. The same thing happened in boRNVWRUH´(TC_D_March2006). 
 
However, his motivation for learning English appeared to be mainly instrumental after he 
matriculated as revealed in the face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZKHUHDOLVHGWKDW³LWZDVYHU\
LPSRUWDQWWRVWXG\(QJOLVKZHOO´DIWHUKHKDGPHWVRPHOHFWXUHUVIURP&KLQDZKRVH³RUDO
English is not good actually, and it does cause some problems to us, both Singaporean 
and the Chinese students´ (TC _F_November2006). As he began his UDP, and was 
initiated into the scientific community, he read voraciously on the history and philosophy 
RI6FLHQFHLQWKHKRSHRIGLVFRYHULQJ³WKHVHFUHWRIWKHXQLYHUVH´+LVSDVVLRQPLJKW
have indicated a desire to become a full-fledged member of that community which 
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conducts all its dealings in English but it could also be the pursuit of an academic ideal. 
As a by-SURGXFWRIKLVTXHVW7&IRXQGWKDWKHFRXOGWKLQNLQWKHODQJXDJH³QDWXUDOO\´EXW
KHDVSLUHGWREHFRPHPRUHDUWLFXODWHDVZHOO³1RQHWKHOHVVWKLQNLQJLQ(QJOLVKLVVWLOO
different from articulating in the same ODQJXDJH´(TC _E_July2010). 
 
7KH6(3VHHPHGWRKDYHEHHQDZDWHUVKHGLQ7&¶VOHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFHDQGKLV
PRWLYDWLRQ³6WD\LQJDWWKHVDPHOHYHODIWHUFRPSOHWLQJ6(3PDGHPHIHHODVKDPHGRI
myself and that motivates me to listen to English program and talk to English speaking 
SHRSOH´He reflected on the possible reason for not benefitting from his SEP:  
 
I spent majority of my effort in research projects instead of local residents' daily life. 
>«@,NQHZRQH)UHQFKJLUOZKRZDVDOVRDQH[FKDQJHVWXGHQW>«@DQGintegrated 
herself well with local people [emphasis added]. By the end of exchange program, she 
spoke very good English (TC _E_July2010). 
 
In the above reflection, TC seemed to have hypothesised that, in contrast with his French 
counterpart, his focus on research and lack of interaction with the community had cost 
him the opportunity to improve his English. This self-assessment seemed to reflect a 
PDLQO\LQVWUXPHQWDOPRWLYDWLRQ6XEVHTXHQWGDWDIURP7&¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\DSSHDUHGWR
indicate a continued bent towards the instrumental in how he arranged his FYP:  
 
I chose a professor from Germany, of whose group half do not speak Chinese. The other 
half, of course, spoke Chinese to me on welcoming me into the lab. But I insisted on 
speaking English and soon they accepted it. During my year-long project, they bore with 
confusions resulted from my blurred English. And I am grateful to many corrections they 
made to my language (TC _A_September2006). 
 
We may observe that the above description gave little hint of a more integrative 
engagement with this community. Interestingly, TC reflected deeply on motivation; he 
PHQWLRQHGPRWLYDWLRQWKUHHWLPHVLQWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZLQFOXGLQJ³>G@HHSPRWLYDWLRQWR
leDUQ´LQDQVZHUWR4XHVWLRQ³&DQ\RXGHVFULEHVRPHVLJQLILFDQWH[SHULHQFHVSHRSOH
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GXULQJWKLVMRXUQH\"´+HFRQFOXGHGWKDWLWLVPRWLYDWLRQWKDWPDNHVWKHGLIIHUHQFHLQKRZ
well one learns and supported his view by quoting the Chinese sage, Confucius: 
 
-XVWOLNHZKDW&RQIXFLXVVDLGµ7HDFKHUVRSHQWKHGRRUEXW\RXKDYHWRHQWHUE\\RXUVHOI¶
>«@,WLVDOPRVWDOZD\VWUXHWKDWWKRVHZKRGRZHOODUHSURDFWLYHDQGGHGLFDWHG,ILJXUH
that down to fundamental, they have been motivated to enter the doors by themselves. 
(TC _E_July2010). 
 
For TC himself, his motivation seemed to have leant more towards the instrumental 
throughout his UDP despite some signs of the integrative during the BC. From my 
observation, I surmised that, given his retiring nature, it might not have been easy for TC 
to integrate with the community around him. Coupled with his goal-oriented approach, it 
may not be surprising that his motivation had remained largely instrumental. 
 
Another participant who seemed predominantly instrumental in his motivation during his 
learning journey might have been RYP. He had reported in different diary entries that he 
needed to improve his English to meet the task demands of the BC, especially the essays 
and oral reports. However, in his face-to-face interview, RYP revealed that he preferred 
WRZDWFKPRYLHVDQGSOD\FRPSXWHUJDPHVLQWKHLU³RULJLQDOODQJXDJH´WKDWLV(QJOLVK
(RYP _F_November2006). This could be viewed as a kind of integration in specialist 
FRPPXQLWLHVEXW5<3¶VUHVSRQVHVZHUHRIWHQWHUVHGHVSite probing. Thus, it is 
inconclusive if this was a sign of a more integrative orientation. He evaluated his progress 
LQKLVOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\WKXV³,KDYHQRSUREOHPKDQGOLQJDFDGHPLFLVVXHDQGGDLO\OLIH
and I think I want more professional writing´ (RYP_E_July2010). It appears that his 
motivation was still mainly instrumental though a slightly more integrative dimension 
PD\EHDUJXHGIURPKLVHDVHZLWKXVLQJ(QJOLVKLQKLV³GDLO\OLIH´ 
 
Like RYP, there was an inkling of the integrative for QC though he appeared to have also 
remained mainly instrumental in his motivation. Among the seven learners, QC seemed 
the least driven in terms of need for achievement; his motivation depended on whether he 
ZDV³LQWHUHVWHGLQWKHWRSLF´ (QC_D_March2006). Only once in the diary did he express 
KLVPRWLYDWLRQSUREDEO\LQVWUXPHQWDOWRLPSURYH³,DPNHHQO\DZDUHWKDWLDPZHDNHU
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in spoken English than in written English, so i am trying to persuade myself to make full 
use of every opportunity to practise my spoken English´ (QC_D_ March 2006). In the 
face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZKHVWDWHGWKDWKHKDG³QRWLPHWROHDUQ(QJOLVKIXUWKHU´+LVUHDVRQ
ZDV³I think my English is enough to understand what the lecturer say.´ Even in his 
student hall, QC did not seem to deliberately seeNLQWHJUDWLRQZLWKWKHFRPPXQLW\³I 
VSHDNZKHQ,KDYHWRVSHDN1RZ,RQO\VSHDN(QJOLVKZKHQ,SOD\EDVNHWEDOO>«@
because there are a lot of foreigners´ (QC_F_November2006). In the exit email interview 
DWWKHHQGRI4&¶V8'3WKHLQVWUXPHQWDOPRWLYDWLRQVHHPHGWRVXUIDFHDJDLQ³,UHDOL]HG
WKDWODQJXDJHLVMXVWDWRROIRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQ´7KLVPDLQO\LQVWUXPHQWDORULHQWDWLRQ
however, appeared to have moved slightly towards an integrative one as a result of his 
internship; he learnt to communicate in EQJOLVKZLWKYHQGRUVDQGFRQWUDFWRUV³$IWHU
some time, I felt comfortable to talk to them and was able to communicate with them 
IUHHO\´+LVFKRLFHRIWKHZRUGV³FRPIRUWDEOH´DQG³IUHHO\´PD\SRLQWWRPRUHDXWKHQWLF
communication and perhaps a beginning towards a more integrative motivation 
(QC_E_July2010). 
 
In the data he supplied, SCC revealed a mixture of instrumental and integrative 
motivation, with the latter somewhat more pronounced than what was displayed by the 
RYP and QC. He seemed to have begun with a strong instrumental orientation. As 
described in the sub-section above on Significant People, he was influenced by his 
PRWKHU¶VEHOLHI7KLVZDVUHYHDOHGLQKLVGLDU\HQWU\³English will play an important part 
in future world and it will be a fundamental tool in my future study.´ 
(SCC_D_March2006). The idea of English as a tool for his future seemed a utilitarian 
one. This impression of his instrumental orientation was reinforced by a later entry that 
(QJOLVKPD\DOVRKDYH³more important effects on a person¶s future career than other 
subjects´(SCC_D_May2006). This impression continued in his face-to-face interview, 
ZKHQKHGHVFULEHG(QJOLVKDV³ZLGHO\XVHG´DQGKHFRXOG³KDYHPRUHDFKLHYHPHQWV´DQG
³WRXFKQHZNQRZOHGJHQHZLQIRUPDWLRQV´ZLWK(QJOLsh. At the same time, there was the 
KLQWRIDPRUHLQWHJUDWLYHRULHQWDWLRQDVKHDOVRVHHPHGWRUHOLVKWKH³PDQ\LQWHUHVWLQJ
things [that] are in English´ DQGKHGLG³OLNHOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK>«@LW¶VVRXVHIXOLQRXU
GDLO\OLIHZHFDQ¶WGR without it´ (SCC _F_November2006). In his email interview, SCC 
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H[SODLQHGKLVZLOOLQJQHVVWRPHPRULVHYRFDEXODU\WKXV³EHFDXVH,NQRZWKHLPSRUWDQFH
RIZRUGVORQJWLPHDJRDQGZDVWKLQNLQJRIWDNLQJ72()/DQG*5(LQWKHIXWXUH´7KLV
pointed to a mainly instrumental orientation, an impression reinforced by this interesting 
H[WHQGHGPHWDSKRU³(QJOLVKLVDOUHDG\DWRROLQP\KDQGEXWQRWDQLQVWLQFWIURPP\
PLQG´(SCC _E_July2010). Again, the idea of English as a tool surfaced. In this 
embryonic form, however, the comparison also hinted at the hope of a future when 
English becomes a real part of him, and not just an external implement in his hand. This 
could be an indication that the possible early integrative dimension was still present in 
6&&¶VPRWLYDWLRQGHVSLWHWKHVWURng instrumental motivation. 
 
Different from the four learners described above, QU displayed both instrumental and 
integrative leanings early in her first year in NUS. For instance, QU loved reading 
unabridged versions of the Harry Potter series even while she was in China though she 
found them expensive to purchase. In the following excerpt from her diary entry 1, she 
LQGLFDWHGERWKWKHLQVWUXPHQWDODQGLQWHJUDWLYHLQKHUPRWLYDWLRQ³%XWLWLVZRUWKZKLOH
because it gave me confidences as well as lots of neZZRUGV>«@UHDGLQJ(QJOLVKERRNV
LVIDUEH\RQGDPHDQVRIVWXG\LQJ(QJOLVKEXWDZD\WRHQMR\P\VHOI´  
(QU_D_February_2006). On the one hand, she read to expand her vocabulary; on the 
other, she found pleasure. The instrumental appeared to have the upper hand in the UDP, 
however. While still a freshman, QU mentioned in the face-to-face interview that she was 
preparing herself to take the TOEFL and GRE tests so as to fulfil her dream of becoming 
a research scientist. To be ready for modules that required essay type assignments, she 
planned to use her first university vacation to improve her English 
(QU_F_November2006). Interestingly, the combination of instrumental and integrative 
re-surfaced in her responses to the email interview. In the course of fulfilling the 
UHTXLUHPHQWVRIKHU8'348UHIOHFWHGWKDWVKHQHHGHGWRXVH(QJOLVKIRUPDQ\³reports 
DQGHVVD\V´DVZHOODV³SURMHFWVDQGODEPHHWLQJV´%\WKHWLPHVKHJUDGXDWHGshe also 
IHOWVKHZDV³not afraid of WDONLQJZLWK(QJOLVKVSHDNHUV´EXWLQVWHDG³enjoy[ed] doing 
VR´DQLQGLFDWLRQRIWKHVRFLDODQGLQWHJUDWLYHdimensions in her motivation 
(QU_E_July2010). Thus, QU was a learner who exhibited both instrumental and 
integrative orientations in her motivation.  
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A combination of instrumental and LQWHJUDWLYHZDVSUREDEO\DOVRSUHVHQWLQ64¶V
PRWLYDWLRQIURPWKHVWDUWRIWKH%&,QKHUILUVWGLDU\HQWU\64¶VUHYHDOHGKHUGHVLUHWR
learn by living including talking to strangers in order to accomplish real tasks. She also 
found the BC and studying wiWKKHUIULHQGV³HQMR\DEOH´ (SQ_D_March2006). Yet, she 
was also very careful in her planning to achieve her learning goals and to meet task 
demands for writing and speaking. A year later, she expressed her admiration for the 
directness and efficiency of English in the face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZ³,HQMR\OHDUQLQJ
(QJOLVK,WLVYHU\HIILFLHQWODQJXDJH>@(QJOLVKLVYHU\GLUHFW\D,OLNH(QJOLVK´
(SQ_F_November2006). Together with her mention in the exit email interview of her 
growing acquaintance with western cultures since the BC ³,OHDUQHGPRUHDERXWZHVWHUQ
FXOWXUHV´, it appears that the integrative orientation had become more pronounced in 
64¶VFDVH (SQ _E_July2010). She had possibly moved towards a more integrative 
motivation through her years in NUS. Thus, SQ was a learner who had transited to a more 
integrative motivation during her learning journey in her new learning context. 
 
I will end this sub-section with SJW whose motivation appeared to have experienced 
PDQ\WZLVWVDQGWXUQV6-:¶VGLDU\Gid not allude to motivation directly but it may be 
deduced from some of his learning strategies and experiences. At the start of the BC, he 
attempted to improve his speaking and listening by initiating nightly conversation 
practice with his roommates, as rHSRUWHGLQKLVILUVWGLDU\HQWU\,WZDV³IUHH´DXWKHQWLF
practice on topics they were interested in, like what they expected to receive from their 
JLUOIULHQGVRQ9DOHQWLQH¶V'D\7KHZRUGV³IXQ´³IXQQ\´³JRRG´ZHUHXVHGUHSHDWHGO\
to evaluate the experiHQFH6-:DOVRPHQWLRQHGWKDWKHZHQWIURP³HPEDUUDVVPHQW´WR
³PRUHEUDYH´ (SJW_D_February2006). Thus, though his motivation appeared to be 
mainly instrumental, this was arguably tempered by an affective dimension. Towards the 
end of the BC, he was engaged in a group research project. His evaluation in his sixth and 
ODVWGLDU\HQWU\ZDVDJDLQSRVLWLYH³,WKLQNLVUDWKHULQWHUHVWLQJDQGFKDOOHQJLQJ,JRWD
lot of meaningful and invaluable things through this experience, which must be beneficial 
to my lateUXQLYHUVLW\VWXGLHV´(SJW _D_May2006). We may speculate that the 
PRWLYDWLRQLVRQRQHKDQGLQVWUXPHQWDODFFRUGLQJWR*DUGQHUDQG/DPEHUW¶VIUDPHZRUN
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(1972), with an eye to his future studies. On the other, SJW again mentioned the affective 
dimension: ³,OLNHWKLVNLQGRIVWXG\´DQG³EHJDQWROLNHWKLV(QJOLVKFRXUVH´ (SJW 
_D_May2006). It is possible that this affirming learning experience can indicate or lead 
to a more integrative orientation.  
 
However, in the face-to-face interview during the first year of his UDP, SJW seemed to 
have grown stronger in his instrumental motivation when he spoke of English learning as 
DPDWWHURIVXUYLYDO³«KDGWROHDUQLWEHFDXVHLQWKHXQLYHUVLW\DOOWKHOHFWXUHVDUH
JLYHQ«JLYHQE\(QJOLVKVRZHKDYHWROHDUQLWRUZHZLOOLQWURXEOH´ 
(SJW _F_November2006). This strongly instrumental orientation appeared to be a steady 
HOHPHQWLQ6-:¶VZRUOGYLHZDVUHIOHFWHGIRXU\HDUVODWHULQKLVUHVSRQVHWRWKHHPDLO
LQWHUYLHZ³The official language here is English, so you must try to force yourself to 
speak, write, listen and read English. Otherwise, you may fail your exams or even fail 
\RXUFDUHHUODWHU´+is advice to a junior just joining his UDP would be to read more 
books and prepare for the GRE and TOEFL; the latter preparDWLRQZRXOGEH³XVHIXO´IRU
study and career (SJW _E_July2010). It appears then that SJW displayed a strong leant 
towards the instrumental in his motivation during his UDP.  
 
Yet, in the same exit interview, there was possibly also an integrative orientation when he 
described his SEP learning experience thus: 
 
«ZHKDYHDORWRIWLPHWRGLVFXVVZLWKRXUFODVVPDWHVLQVLGHDQGRXWVLGHWKHOHFWXUH
room. We even have a weekly lunch time with our professor. [...] I made a lot of friends 
both from US and other countries. You know, I had a great time with them and also 
learned a lot from them (SJW _E_July2010). 
 
This possible integrative motivation was reinforced probably after he returned to NUS. 
'XULQJKLV)<36-:FRPPXQLFDWHG³LQ(QJOLVKDOOWKHWLPH´ZLWKKLV*erman FYP 
VXSHUYLVRUZKRZDV³YHU\QLFH´DQGFRXOG³DOZD\VIRUJLYH>KLV@EDG(QJOLVK´VRKH³VDLG
DORW´DQGKLV(QJOLVK³LPSURYHGQDWXUDOO\´ (SJW _E_July2010)7KXV6-:¶VPRWLYDWLRQ
may be viewed as rather dynamic, shaped by his learning goals on the one hand and his 
responses to the learning environment on the other. Perhaps, he is an example of how 
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positive engagement with the target community can have an impact on even a learner 
who remained strongly instrumental in his or her motivation. 
 
*DUGQHU¶VPRdel of motivation as an instrumental-integrative binary system does provide 
DPHDQLQJIXOOHQVWRYLHZWKHFRPSOH[LW\RI35&VWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQLQOHDUQLQJ
English. Most of the participants began with a mainly instrumental motivation to learn 
English for their academic purposes in an English learning environment and for their 
future career advancement. However, in the course of their BC and UDP, they 
increasingly found that English was an integral part of that community or world that they 
wished to integrate into, be it cultural, literary, virtual, or scientific. In the Discussion 
chapter, I will explore how this transition could have grown from the ti-yong dichotomy 
in the Chinese cultural-educational landscape and suggest how BC teachers could help 
learners in their transitions from a more instrumental orientation to a more integrative 
RQH)RU³WKHLQWHJUDWLYHO\PRWLYDWHGLQGLYLGXDOLVRQHZKRLVPRWLYDWHGWROHDUQWKH
second language, has a desire and willingness to identify with the other language 
FRPPXQLW\DQGWHQGVWRHYDOXDWHWKHOHDUQLQJVLWXDWLRQSRVLWLYHO\´*DUGQHUS 
 
4.1.3 The Motivated Self   
 
While PRC learners in this study appeared to be influenced by the significant people in 
their lives, particularly in the early stages of their English learning, they themselves also 
shaped the growth and direction of their motivation. The data indicate that the students 
themselves were very much involved in their English learning, conscious and proactive in 
WKHLUFKRLFHVDQGDFWLRQV%HFDXVHRIWKLVIDFHWRIPRWLYDWLRQSUHVHQWLQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
responses, I decided to also pass the data through the lens of Dörnyei¶V/0RWLYDWLRQDO
Self System (2010). The next paragraph is a brief review of this system. 
 
Central to Dörnyei¶V/0RWLYDWLRQDO6HOI6\VWHPDUHWKH,GHDO/6HOIDQGWKH2XJKW-to 
L2 Self, with a third major component of the L2 Learning Experience (Dörnyei, 2010, pp. 
79-80). The three components are summarised as follows: 
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x Ideal L2 Self is the L2-VSHFLILFIDFHWRIRQH¶VµLGHDOVHOI¶,IWKHVHOIZHDVSLUHWR
speaks an L2, the µLGHDO/VHOI¶ is powerful motivation for us to learn the L2. 
 
x Ought-to L2 Self concerns the attributes we ought to possess to meet expectations 
and avoid undesirable outcomes. 
 
x L2 Learning Experience concerns the situated motives related to the immediate 
learning environment and experience, such as, the impact of the teacher, the 
curriculum, the peer group, the experience of success. 
 
Filtering the data through this lens of Dörnyei¶V/0RWLYDWLRQDO6HOI6\VWHPLWDSSHDUV
that the Ought-to L2 Self surfaced early in the diaries and face-to-face interviews as the 
OHDUQHUV¶DGMXVWHGWRWKHLUQHZOHDUQLQJFRQWH[W,QWKHLr first year in NUS, the participants 
showed concern that they fulfilled expectations and avoided failure in the BC and the 
UDP. As I have quoted the learners extensively in the preceding sub-section on 
Instrumental-integrative Motivation, it is probably not necessary to repeat the quotations 
from the data in this sub-section. Instead, wherever useful, I will paraphrase and 
summarise their diary reflections and interview responses. 
 
In their first year in NUS, in 2006, SCC explicitly mentioned that he was careful not to 
fall behind others in his English learning during the BC and thus he worked hard at 
memorising and using new vocabulary. During the BC too, RYP was concerned to find 
solutions to overcome his problems with giving oral reports and writing essays. SQ also 
reflected on and monitored her writing and speaking during the BC so as to avoid pitfalls 
she had identified. At one point in the BC too, QC perceived his spoken English was 
weaker relative to his written English, and decided to seize every possible opportunity for 
practice. Writing also in his diary, TC felt that his progress was very slow at the halfway 
mark of the BC. Towards the end of the BC, he wrote about his severe shock when he 
UHFHLYHGDQ³(´JUDGHIRUDSURJUHVVWHVW48DOVRODPHQWHG KHU³WLQ\SURJUHVVLQ
(QJOLVK´GXULQJWKH%&,QWKHILUVWVHPHVWHURIKHU8'348EHFDPHDQ[LRXVDERXW
possible difficulties with her future modules with essay-type assignments. To pre-empt 
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failure, she planned self-studies in English during the vacation. SJW was keenly aware 
that in NUS, his UDP lectures were given in English so he had to learn it or he would be 
³LQWURXEOH´7KXVWKHUHZDVLQGLFDWLRQWKDWWKH2XJKW-to L2 Self was strong for all the 
OHDUQHUVZKRWULHG³WRPHHWH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGDYRLGXQGHVLUDEOHRXWFRPHV´Dörnyei, 
2010). 
 
These probable early signs of the Ought-to L2 Self as indicated above were matched by 
the prominence of the Ideal L2 Self for some of the participants. As mentioned above, if 
we envisage our future self to speak an L2, the Ideal L2 self would powerfully motivate 
us to learn the L2 (Dörnyei, 2010). For QU, she not only aspired to speak English, but she 
also desired to speak it in a native-like fashion, as expressed in her diary during the BC. 
To listen and speak like a native speaker, she was willing to make much effort, for 
H[DPSOHKHUH[SHULPHQWZLWK³2QH-EUHDWK´(QJOLVK (QU_D_May2006). In her freshman 
year, she was planning to take the GRE and TOEFL to prepare for postgraduate studies in 
order to become a research scientist(QU_F_November2006). All this affords a glimpse of 
48¶V,GHDO/6HOIZKHUH(QJOLVKZRXOGSOD\DPDMRUUROHLQKHUIXWXUHOLIH$QRWKHU
learner who manifested signs of an Ideal L2 self was TC who had been goal-directed 
from the beginning of the BC. It was always for progress that he strived: all-round 
LPSURYHPHQWWRWKHSRLQWWKDWKHFRXOG³WKLQNLQ(QJOLVK´ (TC _E_July2010). 
 
)RU6&&KHZDVLQWHUHVWHGLQXVLQJ(QJOLVKWR³WRXFKQHZNQRZOHGJHQHZLQIRUPDWLRQV
LQWKHZRUOG´DVZHOODV³PDQ\LQWHUHVWLQJWKLQJV´ (SCC _F_November2006). This early 
view of his Ideal L2 Self from the face-to-face interview was reinforced by his email 
LQWHUYLHZUHVSRQVHWKDWKHNQHZWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI(QJOLVK³ORQJWLPHDJR´DQGSODQQHG
to take the TOEFL and GRE in preparation for his future studies (SCC _E_July2010). In 
FRPSDULVRQ64¶VHDUO\,GHDO/6HOIDSSHDUHGWREHUHODWLYHO\ORZNH\, as reflected in her 
diary : to write well and to speak fluently and to get a good grade. Similarly, for RYP, the 
realisation that presentations skills in English were needed in his UDP made him willing 
to work hard on his oral reports during the BC. His Ideal L2 Self then included the ability 
to speak confidently in public (RYP_D_March2006).  
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Interestingly, some participants also mentioned their aspirations and ideals in other areas 
LQVWHDG6-:UHYHDOHGWKDWKHYHU\PXFKDGPLUHG.DLIX/HHWKHQ³WKHWHFKQRORJLFDO
PDQDJHU´RI*RRJOH0RVWSUREDEO\/HHZDVWKH³YHU\VXFFHVVIXOSHUVRQ´WKDW6-:
aspired to become (SJW_D_April2006). HoweveUKLVDGPLUDWLRQFHQWUHGRQ/HH¶V
philosophy of courage and wisdom in life rather than his achievement in English. For SQ, 
LQWKHODVWPRQWKRIWKH%&VKHIHOWWKDWWKHFRXUVHZDV³GUDJJLQJRQ´7RRYHUFRPHWKLV
IHHOLQJVKHUHIOHFWHGLQKHUGLDU\³7ROive a happy and meaningful life, we need some 
challenges´(SQ_D_May2006). This reflection hints at the Ideal Self for SQ, a life with 
challenges to make it fulfilling, which may or may not include English. 
 
The Ideal L2 Self appeared to have persisted as a driving force for learning English well 
into the final year in NUS and beyond. This was gleaned from the data found in the exit 
HPDLOLQWHUYLHZ%\WKHWLPHRI48¶VJUDGXDWLRQVKHIHOWVKHZDV³QRWYHU\IDUEHKLQG
IURPQDWLYH(QJOLVKVSHDNHUV´LQGLFDWLQg that she felt very close to attaining her Ideal L2 
Self. Moreover, she had become less inhibited for her advice to incoming freshmen was: 
³Just communicate. Dare to speak out. You don't have to speak perfect English. As long 
as you can get others understDQGZKDW\RXPHDQ\RXU(QJOLVKLVJRRGHQRXJK´
(QU_E_July2010). SQ felt she was past the half-way mark to her target as she could use 
(QJOLVK³IUHHO\LQZULWLQJDQGVSHDNLQJIRUPDW´ WKRXJKVKHVWLOOKDG³DORWWROHDUQ´
(SQ_E_July2010). Thus, she seemed to be also close to attaining her early Ideal L2 Self, 
one who could speak and write fluently. In the case of SCC, his Ideal L2 Self could only 
be surmised from a metaphor he used to say where he was in his learning journey: 
³(QJOLVKLVDOUHDG\DWRROLQP\KDQGEXWQRWDQLQVWLQFWIURPP\PLQG´
(SCC_E_July2010). Perhaps, he was looking forward to the future when he could use 
English instinctively, much like a native user. For RYP, his latter Ideal L2 Self still 
seemed modest: to be able to write more professionally (RYP_E_July2010). At 
graduation, 4&IHOWWKDWKHKDG³TXLWHDORWWROHDUQ´DVKHZDVVWLOO³IDUDZD\IURPWKH
GHVWLQDWLRQ´ (QC_E_July2010). The remark, however, indicates the possible development 
of an Ideal L2 Self for QC, which did not seem to be present in the early data. For TC, by 
KLVJUDGXDWLRQZKHQKHKDGDWWDLQHGWKHJRDORIWKLQNLQJ³QDWXUDOO\´LQ(QJOLVKWKHJRDO
posts had shifted to an Ideal L2 Self articulating [emphasis added] English fluently like a 
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native speaker (TC_E_July2010). In the process of renting a room, he reflected in his 
DXWRELRJUDSK\WKDW³«ZHZLOOEHEHWWHURIILIZHFDQVSHDN6WDQGDUG(QJOLVK´+H
ZDQWHGWRKHDU³IURPWKHRWKHUHQGRIWKHOLQHµ,WKRXJK>W@\RXZHUHIURP86¶´
(TC_A_September2010). 7KXV7&¶VLGHDl L2 Self had a distinctively American accent. 
How the above learners envisaged their Ideal L2 Self appeared crucial for the 
GHYHORSPHQWRIWKHLUPRWLYDWLRQLQOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK(DFKSDUWLFLSDQW¶V,GHDO/6HOI
probably became the goal they strived to attain, a beacon light that guided the path for 
their learning journey. 
 
Interestingly, SJW seemed to respond differently again from the rest of the participants in 
terms of his later Ideal L2 Self. In the email interview, he appeared to have remained 
focused on an ideal self rather than an Ideal L2 Self. This was gathered from his advice to 
MXQLRUVWRUHDG³DOONLQGVRIERRNV´ZKLFKZRXOGEHYHU\KHOSIXOIRUIULHQGVKLSVDQG
careers. They should also prepare for the GRE and TOEFL tests to train not only their 
English skills, but also their logic and perseverance. In all, each should become 
³knoZOHGJHDEOHDQGDEHWWHUSHUVRQ´ (SJW _E_July2010). This ideal, however, may still 
have been helpful to his English learning journey. 
 
The third aspect of Dörnyei¶VPRWLYDWional self system, their L2 Learning Experience, 
appeared to be also critical in motivating these PRC learners. Dörnyei included the 
³LPPHGLDWHOHDUQLQJHQYLURQPHQWDQGH[SHULHQFHVXFKDVWKHLPSDFWRIWKHWHDFKHUWKH
curriculum, the peer group, the expHULHQFHRIVXFFHVV´ZLWKLQWKHPHDQLQJRI³/
/HDUQLQJ([SHULHQFH´%HFDXVHZHKDYHDOUHDG\GLVFXVVHGWKHILQGLQJVRQDOOWKHVH
aspects in detail under the previous section, NUS Learning Context, we will be brief here. 
The following paragraphs are aimed at giving the reader an overview and reminder of the 
impact the L2 Learning Experience had on the motivation of the seven participants.  
 
Some of the learners found the NUS environment itself to be nurturing. SCC felt that 
English was an integral part of his OLIHLQ186³,W¶VVRXVHIXOLQRXUGDLO\OLIHZHFDQ¶W
do without it´(SCC _F_November2006). SQ also perceived that she was in a near 
LPPHUVLRQHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH³DOPRVWDQ\WKLQJZULWWHQGRZQLVLQ(QJOLVK´ For her, the 
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motivation to learn was all arouQGKHU³,I\RXDUHFDUHIXODQGSD\DWWHQWLRQ«\RXZLOO 
learn more and live better´(SQ_D_March2006). Moreover, she was motivated by her 
congenial SM3 class and the progress she was making in the BC. It was a pleasure for her 
WREHOHDUQLQJ³KDUPRQLRXVO\´Dmong twenty one youths, and it made her proud to realise 
WKDWVKHZDVXVLQJKHU³VHFRQGDU\ODQJXDJHIUHHO\´ (SQ_D_March2006).  
 
On the other hand, the curriculum and community of NUS was also motivating for the 
learners. The many aspects of BC compelled RYP, QU, TC, SJW and QC to stretch 
themselves beyond their limits. In particular, they mentioned the oral reports and 
presentations, debates, and essay writing. After he had understood the task demands, 
prepared hard and performed well for the oral report, RYP overcame his fear of public 
speaking and even enjoyed the task (RYP_D_March2006). QU found the effort for the 
GHEDWHV³FKDOOHQJLQJHQRXJKEXWZRUWKZKLOH´ (QU_D_April2006). Likewise, TC reported 
WKDWWKHGHEDWHV³IRUFHG´KLP³WROHDUQDQGWRSUDFWLFHPRUHPRWLYDWHGWR´  
(TC _F_November2006)6-:IRXQGWKHUHVHDUFKSURMHFW³UDWKHULQWHUHVWLQJDQG
FKDOOHQJLQJ´VXFKWKDWKHOHDUQWPDQ\³PHDQLQJIXODQGLQYDOXDEOHWKLQJV´WKURXJKWKH
experience (SJW_D_May2006). QC evaluated the essay component and found it ³TXLWH
XVHIXO¶DQGZRUWKZKLOHKH KDG³VSHQWDORWRIWLPHRQLW´(QC_F_ November2006). 
Moreover, in their diaries and face-to-face interviews, QC and TC expressed appreciation 
for the encouragement by the BC teachers and the opportunities they created for the 
learners to speak in the classroom. 
 
Their UDP curriculum and community also provided the impetus for these participants to 
improve their English. Lectures, tutorials, seminars, laboratory and workshop sessions 
were all part to the UDP curriculum. These class contact times would include and give 
rise to regular practice in listening, speaking, reading and writing in English. Moreover, 
essays, reports, presentations, tests, examinations and the Final Year Project (FYP) were 
required for the fulfillment of their UDP. Thus, we can envisage that, generally, the 
learners had no lack of opportunity to practise their English skills. On top of this, some of 
WKHSDUWLFLSDQWVZHQWRQWKH6(3RU,3VXFKDV487&6-:DQG4&3HUKDSV48¶V
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response in the email interview may be a representative summary of PRVWRIWKHOHDUQHUV¶
UDP L2 Learning Experience: 
 
I had opportunity to speak English everyday. Practice makes progress. I am glad that my 
writing skills improved significantly as well. Probably I should be thankful of all the 
reports and essays I have written in the past five years (QU_E_July2010). 
 
QU alluded to speaking every day, indicating the interaction opportunities that she and 
the other participants had with their community, comprising mainly their professors and 
fellow students. Hence, the L2 Learning Experience in the BC and UDP was probably 
FULWLFDOIRUWKHVHOHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQWRLPSURYHWKHLU(QJOLVKSURILFLHQF\ 
 
The motivation of these PRC students showed no lack of aspiration on their part. Their 
Ideal L2 Self, Ought-to L2 Self and L2 learning experience together formed another facet 
of the motivation that drove their English learning. Thus, Dörnyei¶V/0RWLYDWLRQDO6HOI
System provided a useful lens to the motivated self of these learners. Moreover, the data 
indicate that this facet did not remain static but developed during their BC and UDP; 
there was growth from the purely Ought-to L2 Self expected of bright and conscientious 
scholarship holders to a greater apprehension of and investment in their individual Ideal 
L2 Self with all the attendant goals and aspirations. This was an incremental transition for 
the seven learners, one which helped to propel them further along their English learning 
journeys. 
 
4.1.4 Loss of Motivation  
 
It would have been wonderful if the seven participants had kept up their motivation 
throughout the twenty four weeks of the BC. However, it would be unrealistic to expect 
nineteen to twenty year old learners to have maintained their interest during the five and a 
half months without any dip. It will be instructive for teachers and curriculum planners to 
EHDFTXDLQWHGZLWKWKHOLNHO\FDXVHVRIVWXGHQWV¶ORVVRIPRWLYDWLRQ7KHNQRZOHGJH
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might help to pre-empt or repair demotivation, especially where the contributory causes 
could be regulated or controlled. 
 
Four of the case studies participants, SJW, RYP, QU, and SQ, reported some loss in 
motivation during the BC while one participant, QC, recalled a similar experience during 
his high school days in China. The remaining two, SCC and TC, never broached the 
subject. For the first four students who experienced a fall in motivation, the reasons they 
gave were related to the BC in one way or another. For the fifth participant, QC, the 
causes had to do with his belief about grammar and with his interests. 
 
One reason repeatedly given for the drop in motivation was boredom with the BC. Two 
months into the BC, SJW reported in his diary that he felt under-challenged to be 
VWXG\LQJRQO\(QJOLVKILYHGD\VDZHHN³6RPHWLPHV,IHHOYHU\ERUHGWROHDUQ(QJOLVK
We study many cRXUVHVOLNHPDWKDQGFRPSXWHULQRXUODVWXQLYHUVLW\>«@+RZHYHU
now, there is only English. I feel my brain is getting dull´(SJW_D_February2006). RYP 
reflected similar sentiments but only towards the end of the bridging course:  
 
However, after several months I suddenly find my life here, in Singapore, is quite quiet, 
MXVWOLNHDSRRORIVWLOOZDWHU>«@:K\"1RSUHVVXUH>«@,HQMR\WKLVNLQGRIOLIHEXW,
prefer a more challenging one (RYP_D_May2006). 
 
7KHSDFHRIWKH%&LQFRPSDULVRQWRWKHVWXGHQWV¶ previous L2 experience was also a 
contributory factor to demotivation. At mid-FRXUVH48¶VQRVWDOJLDIRUWKH1HZ2ULHQWDO
School and her disappointment with the pace of the BC caused her to feel a sense of 
OHWKDUJ\DQGERUHGRP³,PLVVWKH126«,IHHOERUing because of the slow pace of the 
%&DQG«WLQ\SURJUHVVLQ(QJOLVK´(QU_D_ February2006). Towards the end of the BC, 
DQRWKHUOHDUQHU64DOVRIHOW³YHU\WLUHG´DVWKH%&ZDV³GUDJJLQJRQ«EHFRPLQJD
URXWLQH´+HUORVVLQPRWLYDWLRQZDVDJJUDYDWHGE\Whe lack of a concrete goal such as a 
PDMRUH[DP³:HGRQ¶WZDQWWRVWXG\KDUGEHFDXVHZHGRQ¶WKDYHFOHDUJRDO:HKDYH
QRPRWLYHDQGGRQ¶WNQRZH[DFWO\ZKDWZHVKRXOGGR«GRQ¶WKDYHVXFKDQLPSRUWDQW
H[DPLQDWLRQWRGULYHXVWRVWXG\KDUG´ (SQ_D_ May2006). 
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It is apparent from the data that the L2 learning experience was not mentally stimulating 
at different stages for different students, due partly to its length and pace, and partly the 
contrast with the very competitive curriculum that these PRC students had undergone. 
This latter curriculum prepared them for the National College Entrance Examination 
(NCEE) or Gaokao which ZDVFDSDEOHRI³PDNLQJER\VLQWRPHQ´DFFRUGLQJWRRQHRI
my former PRC students.  
 
For QC, we learn that he lost the motivation to learn English in his previous L2 
experience because his senior middle school teacher, Mrs Z, emphasised grammar. Since 
KHWKRXJKWWKDW³JUDPPDULVQRWYLWDOIRU(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ´KHUHVLVWHGOHDUQLQJLQ0UV
=KX¶VFODVV+HFRQWLQXHGWROHDUQRQKLVRZQWKrough the methods of transcribing and 
reading aloud, which his teachers in junior middle school had modelled. His motivation 
for doing assignments also depended on the appeal of the topic. He resisted those he was 
QRWLQWHUHVWHGLQEXWZDVZLOOLQJWR³VSHQGKRXUV´RQWKRVHKHIRXQGDSSHDOLQJ7KLV
resulted in tardiness and even non-VXEPLVVLRQRIDVVLJQPHQWVDQGZRUVWRIDOO³H[WUHPH
ZHDNQHVVLQ(QJOLVK´DIWHUWKUHH\HDUVRIVHQLRUPLGGOHVFKRRO (QC_D_ March2006). 
 
However, all is not lost when learners exhibit a loss of motivation. SJW, RYP, QU, and 
SQ seemed to recover from that temporary period of demotivation during the BC and 
continued on their learning journey during their UDP. The dip in motivation during the 
BC did not seem to affect their English learning during their UDP. What could be 
possible reasons for the recovery? From my experience of working with PRC scholars, 
PRVWSUREDEO\WKHFDXVHVIRUUHFRYHU\KDGWRGRZLWKWKHVH\RXQJOHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQWR
succeed. As discussed earlier in this section, whether viewed through the lens of 
Instrumental-Integrative Motivation or L2 Motivational Self System, these learners were 
highly motivated individuals. They were conscious of the need to fulfil the requirements 
of their UDP coursework and FYP. QC, TC, QU and SJW were also inspired by their 
respective IP and SEP experiences. We may also surmise that their on-going relationships 
with the significant others in their lives continued to encourage them. Thus, after the 
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transient periods of discouragement, the participants regained their motivation and 
continued with their English learning journey.  
 
The above finding on motivation lost and regained aligns with previous research: 
YHQWLODWLQJRQH¶VIUXVWUDWLRQRUERUHGRPZLWKDFRXUVHZDVWKHULJKW³GDPDJHFRQWURO´
strategy to cope with temporary loss of motivation. Ushioda (2001) studied 20 students 
who took French as L2 at Trinity College Dublin, Ireland. Using a qualitative research 
DSSURDFKVKHH[DPLQHGDPRQJRWKHUWKLQJV³ZKDWSDWWHUQVRIPRWLYDWLRQDOWKLQNLQJ
seem effective in enabling them to take control of their affective learning experience and 
WRVXVWDLQWKHLULQYROYHPHQWLQODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJ´S2). Noting that learners need to 
PDQDJH³SHULRGVRIWHGLXPIUXVWUDWLRQVWDJQDWLRQSUHVVXUH´DV³DQLQHYLWDEOHSDUWRIWKH
ORQJDQGDUGXRXVSURFHVVRIOHDUQLQJDIRUHLJQODQJXDJH´VKHVXJJHVWHGWKDWOHDUQHUV¶
beliefs were crucial in limiting the motivational damage and sustaining learning 
LQYROYHPHQW³2QFHOHDUQHUVVWDUWEODPLQJWKHPVHOYHVIRUWKHORVVRILQWHUHVWDQGQHJDWLYH
DIIHFW«WKH\UXQWKHULVNRIEHOLHYLQJWKDWWKH\DUHQRORQJHUPRWLYDWHGRUDEOHWR
PRWLYDWHWKHPVHOYHV´+RZHYHULIWKHUHVSRQsibility for their motivation was mentally 
SURMHFWHGRQWR³H[WHUQDOFDXVHVfor example, the conditions of institutionalized language 
OHDUQLQJ´LWLVSRVVLEOHIRUWKHOHDUQHUVWR³GLVVRFLDWHWKHQHJDWLYHDIIHFWWKH\DUH
currently experiencing from their RZQHQGXULQJPRWLYDWLRQ´S7KLVZDVH[DFWO\
ZKDWWKHVWXGHQWVLQWKLVFXUUHQWVWXG\GLGWKH\³EODPHG´WKH%&V\VWHPIRUWKHLU
temporary loss of motivation so that they could bounce back later, believing that they 
themselves were never really demotivated. This was possibly an affective strategy they 
adopted to manage their demotivation. Thus, boredom with learning was yet another 
transition for most of the participants in their learning journey. However, it did no great 
damage to their motivation as it appeared that they knew how to manage this slight detour 
by using affective or metacognitive strategies. For instance, RYP encouraged himself 
ZLWKDSRVLWLYHVWDQFHRQWKHIXWXUH³I expect the stirring university life -´WKHVPLOH\
face icon underscoring the affective strategy he adopted (RYP_D_ May2006). 
 
Thus, in this section on the theme of motivation, the overall findings on these seven PRC 
learners suggest that they embarked on their English learning journey as (pre-)adolescents 
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through the direction and guidance of significant people in their family or in their early 
/FRQWH[WV7KHLUPRWLYDWLRQZDVQXUWXUHGE\WKHLUSDUHQWVRUWHDFKHUVWLOOWKHOHDUQHUV¶
Ought-to L2 Self, Ideal L2 Self and L2 Learning Experience came alongside to further 
develop the motivation. This motivation was mainly instrumental at the beginning of the 
BC, but being immersed in the new L2 context of NUS and the Singapore community, the 
participants began to display gradual but perceptible growth in their integrative 
orientation. Coming to the end of their UDP and in their exit email interviews, they 
showed apparent transitions to a more integrative motivation after four and a half years in 
an ESL context. In their motivation, even despite temporary periods of discouragement, 
these learners showed themselves to be extremely active and admirably determined. They 
were certainly not the typical, passive TCCL student presented in the literature (Jin & 
Cortazzi, 1998). 
 
4.2 Beliefs  
 
([DPLQLQJWKH³%HOLHIV´FROXPQRIWKHWKHPHVWDEle for commonalities among the seven 
focal participants, I found that four sub-themes of this learner characteristic stood out, 
namely, Effort, Vocabulary, Grammar and Nature of language, communication and 
learning. There is also a lesser category that merits some mention, the L2 context. It is 
significant to note that the beliefs of these learners appeared to undergo some transition in 
the course of their sojourn in NUS. These changes will become clearer as we discuss the 
sub-themes in the sub-sections below. 
 
4.2.1 Effort 
 
All of the seven focal participants referred to their effort in their English learning journey 
in the data, especially in their first year in NUS. In their diaries and the face-to-face 
interviews, the learners indicated their belief that effort is important for learning English 
well. SCC, who hardly mentioned effort directly in the diaries, conceded in the face-to-
IDFHLQWHUYLHZ³2IFRXUVHVRPHERG\HOVH¶VKHOSLVXVHIXOEXW,WKLQNZLWKRXW«ZLWKRXW
RXURZQHIIRUWVZHFDQ¶WVXFFHHGeven our teachers are very good´ 
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(SCC _F_November2006). However, he displayed [emphasis added] effort to a 
considerable extent. For example, he spent much time and effort on the extra-curricular 
courses at New Oriental School (NOS) to prepare for IELTS, CET4 and TOEFL while he 
was in senior middle school in China (SCC_D_May2006). Each morning during the BC, 
he also memorised ten pages of vocabulary from dictionaries (SCC _E_July2010).  
 
QU, another student who also attended NOS, recorded in her diary the many efforts she 
made to improve her English. In the face-to-face interview, she also emphasised that 
effort is more important than intelligence for language learning: 
 
$QGWKHQKDUGZRUNGHILQLWHO\ZLOOKHOS\RX%HFDXVHIRUODQJXDJHLW¶VQRWDPDWWHURIKRw 
smart you are. Not like the maths problems«\RXMXVWGRQ¶WMXVWFDQ¶WILJXUHRXWKRZWRGR
WKDW%XWIRU(QJOLVK«IRUH[DPSOHLI\RXUHDGDVHQWHQFHIRUDKXQGUHGWLPHVof course 
you will remember it (QU _F_November2006). 
 
Another firm believer in the need for effort in English learning, SQ assessed her progress 
WKLVZD\³,WKLQN,FDQJHWDJRRGJUDGHLI,VWXG\KDUGHQRXJK´(SQ_F_November2006). 
These two learners seemed also to attribute this belief in effort to TCCL. During the same 
interview, QU mentioned that it is in Chinese culture to work hard at language learning to 
DFKLHYHVXFFHVVZKLOH64H[SUHVVHGWKHSHUFHSWLRQWKDW&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV³DUHPRUH
GLOLJHQW´DQGXVHGWRKDUGZRUN³WRJHW>LQWR@DUHODWLYHO\JRRGXQLYHUVLW\´ (SQ_F_ 
November2006). Their attribution to Chinese cultural characteristics is in keeping with 
the literature on TCCL (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998, p.102; Rao, 2005, p. 54). 
 
The SDUWLFLSDQWV¶belief in the need for effort led to investments that were almost always 
made with an eye to the future and the long haul. TC wrote in his diary that KHKDG³WR
spend more time and effort, as language learning is a long >HPSKDVLVDGGHG@SURFHVV´
(TC_D_March2006). SJWwhile lamenting the slow progress of his English learning 
QRQHWKHOHVVPDGHSODQVWRLPSURYHKLVVLWXDWLRQ³<HV\HVWHUGD\KDVJRQH7RPRUURZLV
DQRWKHUGD\,QWKHFRPLQJGD\V,SODQWRUHDGPRUHERRNVEHFDXVH,WKLQNLW¶VDJRRG
way to improve all aspects of my English´(SJW_D_March2006). RYP, reflected in his 
WKDWKHVKRXOGSD\³PRUHDWWHQWLRQ´on his essays after he was admonished by a BC 
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teacher to do better than the D grade he received for one assignment 
(RYP_D_April2006). 4&EHLQJ³NHHQO\DZDUH´RIKLVZHDNQHVVLQVSRNHQEnglish, 
revealed his LQQHUVWUXJJOHV³«LDPWU\LQJWRSHUVXDGHP\VHOIWRPDNHIXOOXVHRIHYHU\
opportunity to practise my spoken English´ (QC_D_March2006). 
 
However, by the end of their NUS career, the students seemed to say relatively less about 
effort. True, in the email interview responses, some, like SJW and SQ, still advised their 
imaginary juniors from China to be disciplined, to set goals and to work hard to achieve 
these goals. But the rest seemed to have other overarching concerns. SCC was concerned 
about becoming as FRQYHUVDQWLQ(QJOLVKDVKHLVLQ&KLQHVHVRWKDW(QJOLVKFDQEH³DQ
LQVWLQFW´IURPKLVPLQG (SCC _E_July2010). QU and QC focused on the nature of 
communication so that the ability and the courage to speak intelligible English should 
override the scruples DERXWDFFXUDWHJUDPPDU$FFRUGLQJWR4&³DVORQJDV\RXFDQ
make yourself understood, it does not matter whether the sentence has correct grammar or 
QRWHVSHFLDOO\ZKHQZHDUHWDONLQJDERXWVSRNHQ(QJOLVK´(QC _E_July2010). TC 
expressed his concern about the possible fossilisation of his accent and resolved to 
overcome that before it was too late. He also reflected on motivation which must precede 
HIIRUW³,ILJXUHWKDWGRZQWRIXQGDPHQWDOWKH\KDYHEHHQPRWLYDWHGWRHQWHUWKHGRRUVE\
WKHPVHOYHV´(TC _E_July2010). 
 
The above development may reflect the fact that, the four to five years spent living and 
studying in a new L2 context had made an impact on these learners in terms of the 
strength of their belief about effort. Effort is still important, it seemed, but it is not the 
sole or paramount factor in learning and using English well. They had apparently learnt 
WKDWRWKHUIDFWRUVVXFKDVEROGQHVVDQGPRWLYDWLRQDUHLPSRUWDQWWRR7KXVWKHOHDUQHUV¶
belief about effort had undergone some change in terms of its centrality. Perhaps, future 
Chinese learners can be guided to balance the TCCL emphasis on effort with other 
considerations; this will be explored in Discussions. 
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4.2.2 Vocabulary 
 
Vocabulary learning was seen as another tenet of TCCL in the literature; PRC learners 
were socialised into the mindset that words are key to the whole language learning 
process. This became apparent early in my contact with SM3 and SM2 students who 
often asked me at the beginning of the BC for word lists to learn from. They also jotted 
new vocabulary learnt into dedicated notebooks which they consulted when they wrote 
WKHLUHVVD\V6RPHZHUHREVHUYHGWREHOHDUQLQJWKHMRWWHGZRUGV³E\KHDUW´ 
 
Let us begin with QU and SCC who mentioned vocabulary extensively in their diaries 
and interviews. QU is an example of early socialisation into the TCCL conceptualization 
RIYRFDEXODU\6KHUHODWHGLQKHUGLDU\WKH³YLYLGPHWDSKRU´ZKLFKKHUWHDFKHUXVHG³0\
first teacher told me that words are the bricks of the building of English language on my 
ILUVW(QJOLVKFODVV´,QWXUQVKHDGRSWHGWKLVEHOLHI³7KLVYLYLGPHWDSKRU«XUJHGPHWR
remember English words as many as possible´(QU_D_March2006). For QU, vocabulary 
was the supreme concern, her early mindset being reinforced and conditioned by the 
exam-RULHQWHGFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJ³%XWIRUWKRVHH[DPVLW¶VMXVWQHHGWRUHPHPEHUDORW
DORWRIYRFDEXODULHV«VR,DOZD\VKDYHDQotion that vocabulary is a must´
(QU_F_November2006). 
 
SCC reflected in his diary that words were a key component of English and more 
LPSRUWDQWWKDQJUDPPDU7KH\FDUULHGWKHZHLJKWRI³WKHLQIRUPDWLRQIORRG´IRUWKHIXWXUH
DQGZLOO³EURDGHQKRUL]RQV´IRUKLP7KXVWRKLVPLQG35&VWXGHQWVKDYH³WRUHDGDV
much as possible and catch up with the trend of WKHZRUOG´DQGWKLVPHDQV³&KLQHVHQHHG
to learn more English words >HPSKDVLVDGGHG@WRGRVR´ (SCC_D_April2006). He 
conceded, however, that mastery of words was only possible after long, repeated practice. 
Hence, for students like SCC, due to their conceptualisation of the future role of English 
in their lives and their beliefs about the power of words, they applied themselves 
diligently to the learning of vocabulary. This focus on vocabulary has, in another 
perspective, to do with an imagined future community from which they will take their 
identity, a community where English is key to their integration or marginalisation.  
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$QGKRZGRHVD35&OHDUQHU³UHPHPEHU´OLVWVRIZRUGV"7&DPRQJRWKHUVUHYHDOHGWKDW
regular review of learnt vocabulary was necessary and so was reciting the words. 
However, he was not content with just learning vocabulary per se; iWVKRXOGEHFRPH³OLYH
YRFDEXODU\´ZKLFKKHFRXOGXVHUHDGLO\LQHYHU\GD\OLIH (TC_D_April2006). SQ also 
EHOLHYHGLQOHDUQLQJZRUGV³E\KHDUWIRUVHYHUDOWLPHV´,WLVDNLQWRPDLQWDLQLQJDJRRG
IULHQGVKLSVKHZURWHLQKHUGLDU\WKDW³WRPDNHIULHQGZLWKDZRUd, you should see it 
frequently´(SQ_D_May2006). However, not all the seven learners liked learning by 
memorising and reviewing. Though SJW asserted that learning vocabulary was important 
(³6SRNHQOLVWHQLQJLVJRRGEXWPRUHQHZZRUGVPD\EHHYHQEHWWHU´), he revealed that he 
ZDVUHOXFWDQW³WRPHPRULVHWKHYRFDEXODU\WKHJUDPPDUV´GXULQJKLVVFKRROGD\VLQ
China (SJW_F_November2006)$QRWKHU³GLVVHQWHU´Zas RYP who recalled his 
H[SHULHQFHLQDSDUDOOHOVLWXDWLRQ³$OLVWRIQHZYRFDEXODU\ZRXOGEHZDLWLQJIRUXVDOO
WKHWLPH>«@7KRXJKWKHUHLVQRHDV\ZD\IRUVWXG\LQJ(QJOLVK,GRQRWOLNHWROHDUQWKLV
ZD\´ (RYP_D_March2006). 
 
However, the strength of the concern for vocabulary seemed to have become less 
WHQDFLRXVZLWKWLPH,QWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVWRWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZEHOLHILQWKH
importance of vocabulary learning was hardly mentioned. It seems to have paled in 
significance compared to other concerns that surfaced during this period of their learning 
journey. One reason could be that they had already learnt how to learn vocabulary so that 
it did not worry them anymore. Another possibility was perhaps the development of a 
different mindset: vocabulary is not the most crucial measure of language mastery. We 
will discuss more of this transition in the belief on vocabulary learning in the sub-section 
on the nature of language learning and communication below. 
 
4.2.3 Grammar 
 
The issue of grammar surfaced in the data given by some of the participants in their 
diaries and interviews. Interestingly, there seemed to be varying beliefs about the 
importance of grammar for English learning. To begin with, grammar appeared to be 
inextULFDEO\OLQNHGWRWKHH[DPV\VWHPLQVRPHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶PLQGV,QGHVFULELQJWKH
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Chinese ELT situation during the face-to-face interview, SJW alluded to the emphasis on 
JUDPPDULQFRQQHFWLRQZLWKH[DPV³«LQRXUKLJKVFKRRORXUHPSKDVLVHMXVWLQOHDUQLQJ
QHZZRUGVJUDPPDUVDQGWRSDVVWKHH[DP´(SJW_ F_November2006). SCC expressed 
VLPLODUVHQWLPHQWV³«WHDFKHUMXVWHPphasize on the grammar part and«WKHH[DPLVD
EXUGHQRQWKHKLJKVFKRROVWXGHQWV´(SCC_F_November2006). However, personally, 
these two learners did not seem to think that grammar was crucial for learning English at 
WKDWSRLQWLQWKHLUMRXUQH\,QIDFW6&&VWDWHGLWH[SOLFLWO\³In comparison [to 
vocabulary], grammar is not so important because if grammar is not built on words, 
grammar will be useless´ (SCC_F_November2006). 
 
Without referring to exams like SJW and SCC, QC also exhibited a disregard of 
JUDPPDU+HZURWHLQKLVGLDU\WKDWKH³KDGJRWWKHYLHZSRLQWWKDWJUDPPDU>ZDV@QRW
YLWDOIRU(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJ´GXULQJKLVVHQLRUPLGGOHVFKRROdays. This belief caused him to 
VWRSSD\LQJDWWHQWLRQWRKLV(QJOLVKWHDFKHU0UV=ZKR³DWWDFKHGLPSRUWDQFHWR
JUDPPDU´GXULQJWKHWKUHH\HDUVKHZDVLQKHUFODVV (QC_D_March2006). Another 
learner, RYP revealed his belief that English learning must go beyond grammar in the 
face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZ5HIHUULQJWRWKH(/7FRQWH[WLQ&KLQDKHDVVHUWHG³7KHRQO\
WKLQJ\RXKDYHWROHDUQLVJUDPPDU<RXGRQ¶WKDYHWRVSHDN>«@%XW,WKLQNLW¶VYHU\
LPSRUWDQWIRUODQJXDJHOHDUQHUVWRVSHDNDQGXKOLVWHQ´(RYP_F_November2006). So 
these two learners too did not seem to think that mastering grammar was crucial for 
mastering English. 
 
In contrast, QU reflected quite extensively on grammar in her diaries written in the BC. 
6KHEHOLHYHGWKDW³&KLQHVHVWXGHQWVDUHNQRZQ WREHJRRGDWJUDPPDU´6KHKHUVHOIIRXQG
³JUDPPDUTXLWHXVHIXODWWKHRXWVHWRIOHDUQLQJDQHZODQJXDJH´DQGKDG³EHHQUHDGLQJ 
many grammar books and doing many related exercises´. Thus, when she found that the 
BC GLGQRWIRFXVRQJUDPPDUVKH³felt quite unnatural and strange´. But she was also 
perceptive about SUREOHPVZLWK&KLQHVH(/7¶VHPSKDVLVRQJUDPPDU³WKHURRWRIRXU
&KLQHVHVWXGHQWVDOZD\VOHDUQLQJµGHDI(QJOLVK¶LVWKDWZHSXWWRRPXFKHPSKDVLVRQ
grammar which ³definitely VORZVWKHVSHHG´ZLWh the more serious consequence of 
³ORVLQJWKHFRQILGHQFH´(QU_D_June2006). 
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In the above description, we see two contrasting sets of beliefs about the role of grammar. 
Strangely, QC and QU, with their divergent initial beliefs about grammar, came to the 
same conclusion about its role by the time they graduated from their UDP. In her email 
interview advice to her juniors, she advocated courage over correctness: 
 
For oral English:  )RUJHWDERXWDOOWKHJUDPPDUV\RX¶YHOHDUQWIRUH[DPVLQ&KLQD-XVW
communicate. Dare to speak out. You don't have to speak perfect English. As long as you 
can get others understand what you mean, your English is good enough (QU_E_July2010). 
 
For QC, he found that the greatest change from the beginning of his learning journey had 
EHHQLQKLVFRQILGHQFHWRVSHDN+HKDGFRPHWREHOLHYHWKDW³language is just a tool for 
communication, as long as you can make yourself understood, it does not matter whether 
the sentence has correct grammar or not, especially when we are talking about spoken 
(QJOLVK´(QC_E_July2010). Thus, it appears that the fear of making grammatical 
mistakes which silences many Chinese learners had become less of a hindrance for these 
two learners at least. It was a huge transition for QU and QC as they seemed liberated 
from the tyranny of the need for grammatical perfection. The other participants did not 
mention grammar in the email interview. It is very possible that grammar had also 
become a non-issue for them by then. Thus, their perceptions about grammar had also 
changed during their time in NUS.  
 
4.2.4 Nature of Language, Communication and Language Learning 
 
Over the course of the four and a half years they spent in NUS, the Chinese learners held 
and developed various beliefs about the nature of language, communication and language 
learning. These beliefs in turn impacted the way they navigated their learning journey. On 
the other hand, the course of their journey through their L2 learning context also reshaped 
the beliefs of some of the participants.  
 
Some of the participants believed in learning language through authentic communication. 
RYP advocated real, eYHU\GD\XVHRI(QJOLVKLQLQWHUSHUVRQDOLQWHUDFWLRQ³%HFDXVH
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(QJOLVKLVDODQJXDJH\RXKDYHWRXVHLW<RXFDQQRWFRPPXQLFDWHZLWKDFRPSXWHU´
(RYP _F_November2006). He held this belief till the time of his graduation for he 
responded in the email LQWHUYLHZWKXV³/HDUQLQJLVDFFumulated everyday with 
everyone´(RYP_E_July2010). 6LPLODUWR5<3LQKLVEHOLHIDERXW³QDWXUDO´ODQJXDJH
OHDUQLQJDQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQLV4&³,WKLQNOHDUQLQJODQJXDJHVVKRXOGVWDUWIURP
FRQYHUVDWLRQ«VSHDNLQJVWDUWDVDODQJuage not as a code.´+LVEHOLHILQOHDUQLQJWKURXJK
DXWKHQWLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQZDVEDVHGRQKLVEHOLHIWKDW³ODQJXDJHLVMXVWDQLQWHUDFWLRQ
EHWZHHQSHRSOHVR\RXFDQKHOSHDFKRWKHU´$QGKHQFH³<RXOHDUQIURPyour 
communications with others´(QC _F_November2006). This belief expressed in the face-
to-face interview at the end of his first year in NUS seemed to have remained constant as 
LQGLFDWHGLQWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZDERXWIRXU\HDUVODWHU³,UHDOL]HGWKDWODQJXDJHLVMXVWD
tool for communication, as long as you can make yourself understood, it does not matter 
whether the sentence has corUHFWJUDPPDURUQRWHVSHFLDOO\« VSRNHQ(QJOLVK´
(QC_E_July2010). 
 
64DOVRVDZODQJXDJHDVDWRROIRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGWKXVRQHFDQ³OHDUQE\OLYLQJ.´ 
However, her persSHFWLYHZDVPRUHDFDGHPLFWKDQ5<3DQG4&¶VDVVKHZURWHLQKHU
GLDU\³OHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKGLIIHUHQWIURPOHDUQLQJSK\VLFVRUFKHPLVWU\EHFDXVH(QJOLVKLVD
ODQJXDJHLW¶VDWRRORIFRPPXQLcation, a medium of information«E\ZKLFK\RXFDQGR
what you want to GR´(SQ_D_ March 2006). Moreover, she perceived the different 
language skills as being inter-connected. Writing and speaking are related in her mind 
WKXV³«IRUERWKRIWKHP\RXVKRXOGWU\WRH[SUHVV\RXURSLQLRQVFOHDUO\DQG
HIIHFWLYHO\«,IZHFDQZUite well, we can speak fluently´ (SQ_D_ March 2006). Her 
beliefs did not seem to have changed over the course of her UDP. In the email interview, 
KHUIRFXVRQODQJXDJHZDVVWLOOODUJHO\DFDGHPLF³«EHFDXVHZHGHDOZLWKDFDGHPLF
english everyday, I get very IDPLOLDUZLWKLW´ (SQ _E_July2010). 
 
Yet another learner who also perceived of language as a tool was SJW. In the face-to-face 
interview, he revealed a functional view of English OHDUQLQJZKHQKHVDLG³«ZHKDGWR
learn it because in the university all the OHFWXUHVDUHJLYHQ«JLYHQE\(QJOLVKVRZHKDYH
WROHDUQLWRUZHZLOOLQWURXEOH´(SJW_F_November2006). During the email given at the 
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end of his UDP, his response was an echo of his earlier instrumental VHQWLPHQW³I has not 
purposely studied English during this journey, but it is a tool, you have to use always´ 
(SJW _E_July2010). In contrast, while SCC also appeared to be quite stable in his views 
about the functional nature of language and communication, there was a slight but 
perceptible development. He had also referred to English as a tool for communication in 
his diary during the BC. However, this notion seemed to have expanded somewhat over 
time. In his email interview, he evaluated his own progress on his learning journey thus: 
³(QJOLVKLVDOUHDG\ a tool in my hand, but not an instinct from my mind´ 
(SCC _E_July2010). 7KLVH[WHQVLRQIURP³WRRO´WR³LQVWLQFW´PD\LQGLFDWHDJURZWKLQKLV
belief about language that is beyond the functional.  
 
In contrast to the learners above, QU, who was always quite candid, appeared to have 
undergone greater transitions in her beliefs about language, communication and language 
learning. Initially, in her perception, the ways of speaking Chinese and English are quite 
different.  Hence, she duly experimented with different ways for speaking practice. As for 
vocabulary and syntax, the choice of memorisation as a strategy seemed a logical one to 
48³%XWIRU(QJOLVK«IRUH[DPSOHLI\RXUHDGDVHQWHQFHIRUDKXQGUHGWLPHV of course 
you will remember it´(QU_F_November2006). However, about four half years later, in 
the email interview, she had this advice for a fictitious MXQLRU³Forget about all the 
JUDPPDUV\RX
YHOHDUQWIRUH[DPVLQ&KLQD-XVWFRPPXQLFDWH>«@<RXGRQ
WKDYHWR
speak perfect English. As long as you can get others understand what you mean, your 
(QJOLVKLVJRRGHQRXJK´ (QU_E_July2010). For QU, her beliefs about the nature of 
language, communication and language learning influenced her learning strategies but 
these beliefs had also been modified by her UDP L2 experience. 
 
,QKLVGLDU\7&H[SUHVVHGKLVEHOLHIWKDW³ODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJLVDORQJSURFHVV´DQGWKXV
KHKDG³WRVSHQGPRUHWLPHDQGHIIRUW´ (TC_D_March2006). Accordingly, his beliefs led 
to much effort and thought to improve his command over time. Around the time of his 
graduation, TC reflected on a new aspect of the nature of language learning, the issue of 
language fossilisation, in the email interview. He was especially concerned about his 
DFFHQWLQVSHDNLQJ³«SHRSOH¶VDFFHQWEHFRPHKDUGWRFKDQJHDVWKH\JURZXS´
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(TC_E_July2010). He followed up my probe on how he arrived at this belief with an 
H[DPSOHKHHQFRXQWHUHGDWDXQLYHUVLW\FRQIHUHQFHKLVSHUFHSWLRQRI³IRVVLOLVDWLRQ´LQWKH
speech of several renowned Chinese-born American physicists. He also believed it was 
important to have feedback from others when learning a foreign language as one might 
not be sensitive to the nuances apparent to native speakers. These ongoing reflections and 
REVHUYDWLRQVSRLQWHGWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWLQ7&¶VWKLQNLQJ about language, 
communication and language learning. He had become more of a thinker than a mere 
learner and consumer of language in the course of his UDP. 
 
To sum up, the focal participants varied in their beliefs about language, communication 
and language learning. It is also significant to note that, for most of them, their beliefs had 
remained relatively stable, though for some, especially SCC, QU and TC, their beliefs 
had evolved somewhat. English was still generally seen as a necessary and useful tool for 
communication and academic pursuits, but there were also beginning notions of the 
language as an essential part of self. The lHDUQHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHQDWXUHRIODQJXDJH
communication and language learning shape their motivation and strategies which in turn 
influence their approaches to learning. 
 
4.2.5 L2 Context  
 
Some of the focal participants also touched on their beliefs regarding their L2 learning 
context, albeit to a lesser extent than they did for effort, vocabulary, grammar, nature of 
language, communication and language learning. These few learners saw the L2 context 
as an important factor to facilitate learning.  
 
In his early experience during the BC and as reflected in his diary, TC seemed to think 
WKDWKLVVORZSURJUHVVLQWDONLQJ³IUHHO\´WRORFDOUHVLGHQWVLQ(QJOLVKPLJKt be due to the 
Singapore socio-cultural context. He ventured that it was perhaps partly because 
³6LQJDSRUHLVQRWWRWDOO\D (QJOLVKVSHDNLQJFRXQWU\´DQGFLWHGWKHH[DPSOHRIVWDIIDWWKH 
NUS Computer Centre and in the bookshop replying him in Chinese when he had spoken 
to them in English (TC_D_March2006). However, TC eventually learnt to create the 
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environment he needed for speaking English. When his FYP team extended their 
ZHOFRPHWRKLPLQ&KLQHVHKH³LQVLVWHGRQ VSHDNLQJ(QJOLVKDQGVRRQWKH\DFFHSWHGLW´ 
(TC _A_September2010). 
 
SCC also saw the socio-cultural context as important for his English learning. The NUS 
HQYLURQPHQWZDVYHU\KHOSIXOIRUKLPDV³DOODURXQGLV(QJOLVK´   
(SCC _F_November2006). However, in the subsequent four years, while maintaining his 
belief in the importance of the L2 context, he seemed to have shifted in his perception of 
the socio-cultural context he was in as indicated by his response in the exit email 
LQWHUYLHZ)RUKLP³«WRPDVWHr a language, it is necessary to understand the culture and 
KLVWRU\RIWKDWODQJXDJH´EXWKHFRQIHVVHGWKDWKHZDV³QRWOLYLQJLQD(QJOLVKVRFLHW\IXOO
RI(QJOLVKFXOWXUHDQGKLVWRU\´(SCC _E_July2010). It is possible that, in choosing to 
pursue his PhD programme in the USA, SCC was looking for a new L2 context which 
could better provide the ideal socio-cultural environment he aspired to live in, one that 
was closer to his imagined community. 
 
In terms of learning experiences as part of the L2 context, QU acknowledged that all the 
different phases of her NUS career were helpful for her English learning. She summed up 
this belief regarding the L2 context in the exit email interview by mentioning each phase: 
 
During the bridging course, I had many chances to speak in front of the whole class. It 
greatly helped build my confidence and courage. The overseas experience during SEP 
further helped me. With all native speakers around, I was forced to speak English more 
frequently and to be influenced by their accents and tones. In NUS, I also had many lab 
meetings to discuss problems with professors and lab mates individually or to present my 
results to the whole group (QU_E_July2010). 
 
Thus, for some of the learners, their belief in the importance of their L2 context, 
including their out-of-class learning experiences, did impact the development of their 
English learning. This belief and its transitions were played out differently for the three 
participants described above. While TC went on to create the L2 context he needed right 
where he was and SCC probably sought one in an Anglophone country, QU adapted to 
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each stage of her learning context and the attendant experiences. But the common thread 
that ran through this part of their journey was that they made the best use of the 
opportunities available to them. 
 
4.3 Strategies 
 
Given their TCCL background, multi-faceted motivation and language learning beliefs, 
what strategies did the focal participants use for learning and practising English? What 
transitions took place during nearly five years of being in a new L2 learning context? 
Analysing the commonalities in the data given by these seven learners, I discern the 
following broad approaches with regard to the strategies they used, adopted and adapted: 
 
1. Natural approach 
2. Deliberate approach  
3. A combination of the two approaches 
 
Similar approaches to what I term the natural approach and the deliberate approach that 
some of the learners in this study adopted for learning and practising English have been 
studied elsewhere. Gu, in his case study of the vocabulary learning strategies of two PRC 
learners, distinguishes between intentional learning and incidental learning (2003, p. 98). 
+RZHYHU,GHFLGHGQRWWRDGRSW*X¶VWHUPLQROogy for the following reasons. First, 
³LQFLGHQWDO´ZDVXVHGE\*XWRUHIHUWR³YRFDEXODU\DFTXLVLWLRQ«WKURXJKUHDGLQJ´S
76) while the strategies used by the learners in this current study went beyond reading. 
Secondly, I have taken my inspiration from the words of one of the learners, RYP: 
³:KLOHLQ6LQJDSRUHZHDUHWDXJKWLQDnature >HPSKDVLVDGGHG@VW\OH´
(RYP_D_March2006). /DVWRIDOO³LQWHQWLRQDO´GRHVQRWVHHPWRDGHTXDWHO\H[SUHVVWKH
LQWHQVLW\ZLWKZKLFKVRPHRIWKLVVWXG\¶VIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQWVapproached their learning. 
7KH\VWUXFNPHDVEHLQJUDWKHUGHOLEHUDWHDQGWKXV,KDYHGHFLGHGWRXVH³GHOLEHUDWH´
instead.  
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In the sub-sections below, we will look at these approaches as manifestations of the 
learner characteristic of strategy use among the seven participants. 7KHODEHOVRI³QDWXUDO´
DQG³GHOLEHUDWH´GLIIHUHQWLDWHEHWZHHQWKHDSSURDFKZKHUHVRPHOHDUQHUVDSSHDUWRJR
ZLWKWKHIORZDQGOHDUQ³QDWXUDOO\´IURPWKHLUHYHU\GD\FXUULFXOXPDQGLQWHUDFWLRQZLWK
others and the approach where the learners use specific techniques or methods to expedite 
their learning or enhance the outcomes. The data presented by RYP and QC indicated that 
they favoured the natural approach while the deliberate approach was reflected in the data 
given by SCC, QU and SQ. The two remaining participants, SJW and TC, appeared to 
have used a combination of natural and deliberate approaches.  
 
4.3.1 Natural Approach 
 
To say that RYP and QC adopted the natural approach is not to imply that they did not 
exercise choice or effort on their part but the term is in keeping with their preference for 
learning through ³QDWXUDO´ communication in everyday, normal activities. RYP preferred 
to learn following the coursework of the BC and his UDP. In his diar\KHZURWH³We 
read, listen and speak a lot everyday. We are really learning and using a language instead 
DPDVVRISULQFLSOHV´7KHUHZDVHYLGHQFHRIauthentic learning, for example, he reported 
that he learnt to guess global meaning of new vocabulary instead of looking it up straight 
away in an English-&KLQHVHGLFWLRQDU\³When I meet a new word, I may not use a E-C 
dictionary immediately. I just look the whole sentence and get the idea´
(RYP_D_March2006). He also preferred to visit Internet websites that he was genuinely 
interested in, such as BBC News and bird watching forums, where according to him ³UHDO
(QJOLVK´LVXVHG. In the course of his UDP, RYP wrote many laboratory reports and 
evaluated the practice as helpful. He described his use of English in these assignments as 
³VSRQWDQHRXV´EHFDXVHWKHODQJXDJHZDV³DQDWXUDOWRROIRUVFLHQFH´  
(RYP _F_November2006). Thus, RYP approached learning in an authentic, cumulative 
ZD\,QWKHHPDLOLQWHUYLHZKHVXPPHGXSKLVDSSURDFKWKXV³/HDUQLQJLVDFFumulated 
everyday with everyone´(RYP_E_July2010). 
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The other focal participant who seemed to advocate and practise the natural approach 
with regard to learning strategies was QC. While in the BC, he followed his heart, and 
spent much time speaking and writing on the topics that interested him. He also gave this 
impression during the face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZ³,WKLQNOHDUQLQJODQJXDJHVVKRXOGVWDUW
IURPFRQYHUVDWLRQ«VSHDNLQJVWDUW DVDODQJXDJHQRWDVDFRGH´ 
(QC_F_November2006). In other words, language learning should be as close to 
authentic communication as possible. He revealed further that he spoke English when 
playing basketball with many of the international students in his hall as this was the 
lingua franca. During his UDP, exposure to and interaction during normal daily activities 
in his student KDOO³KHOSHG>KLP@DORW´ 4&¶VDSSURDFKZDVSUREDEO\EDVHGRQKLVEHOLHI
that ³ODQJXDJHLVMXVWDQLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQSHRSOHVR\RXFDQKHOSHDFKRWKHU«<RX
OHDUQIURP\RXUFRPPXQLFDWLRQVZLWKRWKHUV«´ (QC_E_July2010). ,QWHUHVWLQJO\4&¶V
remark seemed to reflect the Vygotskian socio-cultural theory of learning that learning is 
first social and then individual (Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p. 
214). ,QFODVVKRZHYHUKHVHOGRPDVNHGTXHVWLRQV+HVDLG³EHFDXVH,ILQGWKDWLWLV
GLIILFXOWIRUPHWRDVNTXHVWLRQVLQ(QJOLVK´(QC_F_November2006). But this was 
perhaps compensated later, during his internship, when communicating with the vendors 
and contractors he encountered. This experience, recounted in the email interview, helped 
KLPOHDUQWRWDON³IUHHO\´+HDOVRUHSRUWHGWKDWWKHUHDGLQJDQGZULWLQJKHKDGWRGRLQKLV
UDP helped him develop those language skills. So the learning context in NUS provided 
QC the opportunities to learn in an authentic, natural way. 
 
Both RYP and QC also seemed to show dislike, and even a sense of rebellion, against the 
possible restrictions of the TCCL strategy of memorising texts with an eye to 
regurgitating them for tests and examV5<3FDOOHGWKDW³KXPGUXPPHPRU\´DQG
DVVHUWHG³, GRQRWOLNHWROHDUQWKLVZD\´ (RYP_D_March2006). QC critiqued the 
examination-driven education system (fuelled by the aim of university admission) in 
ZKLFKVWXGHQWVZRUNHGKDUGRQH[HUFLVHVDVVLJQHGE\WHDFKHUVEXW³QHYHUHQWHU>Hd] the 
door of learning English´ (QC_F_November2006). Thus, both learners had stayed with 
their preferred approach to learning English without deliberately exploring new strategies 
to speed up their learning.   
171 
 
4.3.2 Deliberate Approach 
 
In contrast to RYP and QC, SCC appeared to embrace the deliberate approach. Among 
the seven focal participants, SCC may be considered one of the most successful learners 
on two counts: first, he passed the Qualifying English Test (QET) for freshmen so that he 
was exempted from the Basic and EAP modules, and secondly, on graduation from NUS, 
he was admitted to John Hopkins University in the USA for a direct PhD programme. 
SCC seemed to have adhered to the TCCL tenet of memorisation of vocabulary. 
However, this basic strategy was enhanced in his hands so that it was no mere 
memorisation or rote learning for him; he stressed intelligent application and 
enhancement as well. He expounded thus: 
 
The important thing is not to linger on one strange word for too long, but simply read 
through the word, its meaning and the sample sentence, at the same time try to think of a 
VLWXDWLRQ\RXPD\XVHWKLVZRUG«,WLVDOVRRIH[WUHPHLPSRUWDQFHWROHDUQUHDGLQJDQG
writing in bridging course, that is where we may utilize the newly-learned words and 
enhance the learning procedure, rather than simple memorizing (SCC _E_July2010). 
 
This well-thought-through procedure that SCC used to learn and practise vocabulary was 
revealed in his email interview towards the end of his UDP. However, from the BC, SCC 
already showed that he employed a deliberate approach to learning English. In his learner 
diary, written within the first six months of his arrival in Singapore, he had reported on 
his chief strategy of preview and memorisation of vocabulary lists practised since he was 
a junior middle school student in China. He also described other deliberate strategies like 
attending special classes at the New Oriental School (NOS) in China to prepare for the 
major exams of CET4 and TOEFL. When he came to Singapore, he brought along two 
dictionaries for CET4 and CET6 respectively; he had started to memorise ten pages per 
week when he was still in high school and went on to memorise ten pages per day during 
the BC.  
 
From the face-to-face interview six months after the BC ended, we learn that SCC had 
expanded his repertoire of strategies to watching movies and playing computer games. 
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Thus, there was transition indicated here. The former strategy of watching movies he 
fRXQGKHOSIXOIRUOLVWHQLQJWR(QJOLVKDQGFDUULHGLWRXWLQDV\VWHPDWLFIDVKLRQ³,ZLOO
ZDWFK)5,(1'6HYHU\GD\IRUPLQXWHV´)RUWKHODWWHURQHRISOD\LQJFRPSXWHU
games in English, he was motivated by his interest, especially when Chinese versions 
ZHUHQRWDYDLODEOH³6R,KDGWRSOD\WKH(QJOLVKYHUVLRQVDQG,OHDUQWDORW´ 
(SCC _F_November2006). %DVLFDOO\KRZHYHUKLVDSSURDFKUHPDLQHGURRWHGLQ7&&/¶V
focus on the memorisation of vocabulary, a focus that surfaced time and again in his diary 
and interviews. His targeted, deliberate approach to learning English appeared to have 
been well aimed and found its mark as he did well enough to join John Hopkins 
University. 
 
Another learner who adopted a deliberate approach in her English learning strategies was 
QU. Like SCC, she was also a high achiever admitted into a direct PhD programme after 
her UDP, one offered by NUS. However, unlike him, her data show that she employed a 
rather eclectic range of strategies that included both TCCL and non-TCCL methods. She 
was also more intense in the way she went about her English learning, almost impatient it 
VHHPHGWRILQGWKH³ULJKW´VWUDWHJLHVWREHFRPLQJDPRUHSURILFLHQWOHarner and user of 
English at optimal pace.  
 
To begin with, let us look at the TCCL strategies QU adopted even while she was in 
&KLQD6KHUHSRUWHGLQKHUGLDU\WKDWVKHUHDGDYLGO\DQGUHJXODUO\KDYLQJ³FRPPDQGHG´
and challenged herself to read books in the unabridged versions, for example, the Harry 
Potter series. She extended the VWUDWHJ\RIUHDGLQJLQRUGHUWR³UHPHPEHUZRUGV´WRXVLQJ
WKHYRFDEXODU\OHDUQWLQKHUHVVD\V6KHDOVRPHPRULVHG³EHDXWLIXODUWLFOHV´DPHWKRG
ZKLFKZDV³TXLWHLPSRUWDQW´WRKHUDVDVWUDWHJ\ (QU_F_November2006). Yet another 
strategy she found helpful was repeated practice for reciting and listening, using tapes and 
later MP3 players as aids. While in her hometown, she attended extra-curricular English 
classes at NOS. However, QU did not stop at these methods even while in China; she 
extended the TCCL methods and adopted non-traditional ones too. From listening to the 
radio as advised by her high school teacher, she went on to listening to CDs for English 
learning, playing them before bedtime until it became a daily routine. The availability of 
173 
 
vocabulary OHDUQLQJVRIWZDUHZDVDOVRH[SORLWHGE\48ZKLFKVKHGHVFULEHGDV³NLQGof 
opened [her] door to English´ (QU_F_November2006). 
 
How did QU develop in her use of strategies after she arrived in Singapore? During the 
BC, we see her deliberate attempts to explore new strategies. She sought to improve her 
English skills through the intra- and inter-class debates conducted. Then, to sound more 
OLNHDQDWLYHVSHDNHUVKHH[SHULPHQWHGZLWKDPHWKRGVKHSLFNHGXSFDOOHG³2QH-EUHDWK´
(QJOLVKWKDWLV³to hold a breath and then speak English as quickly, loudly, clearly as 
possible´(QU_D_May2006). Another method she experimented with but which did not 
quite get off the ground was to speak English exclusively with friends in their hostel. 
However, this social strategy ³MXVWIHOWVRVWUDQJH«PRUHQDWXUDOWRVSHDN&KLQHVH´
(QU_F_November2006). After joining her UDP, she found more opportunities to practise 
speaking as she reported in the face-to-face interview. QU made the conscious choice to 
join study and laboratory groups which included other nationalities among the 
international students; in her student residential hall, she also interacted in English with 
exchange students from other countries. Thus, QU made determined efforts to expand her 
repertoire beyond the TCCL focus on vocabulary and the related strategies of reading, 
review, recitation and memorisation. She had transited to enhancing her speaking through 
social and other strategies.  
 
2QHRWKHUQRWHZRUWK\HOHPHQWLQ48¶VVWUDWHJ\XVHLVKRZVKHKDUQHVVHGPHWDFognitive 
strategy to plan her learning on the one hand, and affective strategy to regulate her 
emotions on the other. For the former, she frequently evaluated her progress or the task 
demands and made plans, adjustments and other provisions to accomplish her goals. For 
example, she employed metacognitive strategy to prepare and give the Oral Report during 
the BC so that she could fulfil the task demands and purposes. During her UDP, she 
planned to study English during her first semestral vacation to prepare for modules that 
required a greater extent of essay writing. QU also used affective strategy to help her 
RYHUFRPHVHWEDFNVVKHH[SHULHQFHG$VDUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIKHU%&JURXS¶VGHEDWLQJWHDP
she did well until they lost the second round. To deal with the setback and her 
discouragement as a result of the loss, QU encouraged herself that she had tried hard and 
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had learned positively from the experience. She also encouraged herself to accept the fear 
of losing face when speaking English in public and/or with strangers, and to go on despite 
KHU³VK\QHVV´ (QU_D_June2006). In all, QU was a determined strategist even as she was 
deliberate in her approach; she constantly and consciously adapted her strategies in order 
to meet the learning demands she faced. 
 
Interestingly, SQ, the other female student among the seven case studies, also exhibited a 
deliberate approach in her learning and practising strategies. At the beginning of her 
English learning journey in Singapore, during the BC, she reported in her diary entries the 
different strategies she chose. Some were related to the TCCL strategies she had used as a 
VWXGHQWLQ&KLQDOLNHOHDUQLQJYRFDEXODU\³E\KHDUW´ (SQ_D_May2006), while some 
others were new ones she discovered, experimented with and adopted in her new learning 
context in Singapore. For both categories, the data indicated deliberate learning on her 
part. Among the new strategies she adopted was social strategy; for example, newly 
arrived, she was thrilled that she could communicate with strangers in English to get a 
page printed at the campus printshop. Her takeaway from this early experience during the 
%&ZDV³6RGRQ¶WEHVK\WRVSHDN(QJOLVKWRVWUDQJHUV´ (SQ_D_February2006). SQ also 
tried out content-based learning where she tried to pick up Science and English at the 
same time from Science texts in English. She evaluated this strategy rather positively. 
Paying attention to the English all around her in her near immersion environment was 
likewise found useful6KHDSWO\UHIOHFWHG³,I\RXDUHFDUHIXODQGSD\DWWHQWLRQ«\RXZLOO
OHDUQPRUHDQGOLYHEHWWHU´(SQ_D_March2006). 
 
However, about midway through the BC, SQ seemed to revisit the strategy which had 
³SURYHGWR EHDQH[FHOOHQWZD\´GXULQJKHUVHQLRUPLGGOHVFKRROGD\VUHDGLQJDORXGRU
UHFLWLQJ³VRPHH[FHOOHQWSURVH´ (SQ_D_March2006). She even suggested in her diary that 
the teachers include reading aloud or reciting as part of the BC. Another strategy she 
advocated during the same period was that of exerting effort, that is, giving due diligence 
to read, think, speak and write more. Both these methods were typical TCCL strategies 
and it appeared that SQ was revisiting her comfort zone. However, she continued to 
expand her repertoire of strategies. She used affective strategy when her motivation was 
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low by encouraging herself to overcome her negative feelings and she made plans to push 
on in her learning. In terms of social strategy, SQ valued the warm, supportive 
atmosphere of her BC group, showing that the social dimension as well as the affective 
domain were important for her learning. Yet another strategy she practised belonged in 
the metacognitive category where she evaluated task demands to prepare for her weekly 
2UDO5HSRUW64UHFRXQWHGWKDWVKHVSHQW³DORWRIWLPH´WRplan the topic and the delivery 
(SQ _E_July2010). 
 
By the time she was one semester into her UDP, SQ seemed to have settled down to an 
RYHUDUFKLQJVWUDWHJ\RI³SUDFWLVHPRUH´DVVKHFRQVLGHUHG WKDWLWZDV³WKHPRVWXVHIXO
VWUDWHJ\IRUOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK´. 6RVKHSODQQHG³WRUHDGPRUH(QJOLVKERRNV«DQGWKHQ
VSHDNPRUH´7KLVKDUNVEDFNWRWKH7&&/VWUDWHJ\EDVHGRQWKHEHOLHIWKDWHIIRUWLV
critical to success in learning. As SQ herself put it during the face-to-IDFHLQWHUYLHZ³,I
\RXVWXG\KDUGHQRXJK\RXFDQOHDUQLWZHOO´(SQ _F_November2006). At the end of her 
four-year UDP, when asked in the email interview what advice she would give to a 
junior, SQ advocated self-directedness and self-discipline in the BC: making a plan, 
setting a goal and not VWUD\LQJ³IURPWKHULJKWSDWK´  (SQ _E_July2010). In other words, a 
FRQVFLRXVDQGGHOLEHUDWHDSSURDFKLVQHFHVVDU\IRURQHWRUHDFKRQH¶VGHVWLQDWLRQLQWKH
English learning journey. SQ started with a TCCL foundation but actively built on it by 
expanding her repertoire of learning strategies. Yet, this transition did not cause her to 
give up her roots. She seemed to have remained steadfastly grounded in her original 
beliefs and strategies while reaching out to include new ones. 
 
4.3.3 A Combination of Natural and Deliberate Approaches 
 
The two remaining participants demonstrated a combination of the natural and deliberate 
approaches described above. Starting with SJW, he appeared to be a very deliberate 
learner who was ready to experiment with learning strategies, right from the beginning of 
the BC, as he reported in his diary. He initiated an agreement with his roommates in the 
hostel to speak only English among themselves from 8 to 10pm nightly. The strategy 
worked and he obviously enjoyed it from his evaluation that he felt ³UHDOO\JRRG´DERXW
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the method (SJW_D_February2006). Within the next month, he also added the strategies 
of listening to the BBC, writing a diary, reading more books and skipping difficult 
vocabulary during reading. He evaluated his learning again as he reported that his 
³FRPSUHKHQVLRQKD>G@LPSURYHGVOLJKWO\´ (SJW_D_March2006). Thus, SJW also 
constantly evaluated and monitored his strategies, a deliberate, metacognitive strategy in 
itself. He expanded the earlier strategies subsequently, for example, not just reading any 
ERRNVEXWQRYHOVDQGDFDGHPLFRQHV³OLNHPDWKRUSK\VLFV´VRDVWR³LPSURYHWKH
DGYDQWDJHVDQGRYHUFRPHWKHGLVDGYDQWDJHV´7KHODWWHUZDVDOVRUHODWHGWRKLVXVe of 
affective strategy to encourage himself, especially midway through the BC when he felt 
³SRZHUOHVVDQGYRLG´XQsure of how much progress he had made (SJW_D_March2006). 
 
In the face-to-face interview, SJW revealed another deliberate strategy that he later 
adopted; KHZDWFKHGKRZRWKHUVZHQWDERXWOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK+HFRQWHPSODWHGKLVSHHUV¶
strategies and weighed the possible benefits: 
 
2QHRIP\IULHQGV«,RIWHQVDZKHUOHDUQQHZZRUGVMXVWFDUU\DYHU\YHU\YHU\KHDY\
dictionary and just remember it RQHSDJHDIWHURQHSDJH,GRQ¶W>NQRZ@LVJRRGRUQRWEXW
she actually learnt a lot of words and her English test very good.  
(SJW _F_November2006). 
 
Thus, he made himself aware of other possible strategies while being proactive in 
managing his own learning strategies. 'XULQJKLVIRXU\HDUVLQ186KHDOVRWULHG³WR
IRUFH´KLPVHOIWRVSHDNZULWHOLVWHQDQGUHDG(QJOLVKVRWKDWKLVODQJXDJHVNLOOV
³LPSURYHGJUHDWO\´<HWVWUDQJHO\KHFRQVLGHUHGKLPVHOIDVQRWKDYLQJ³SXUSRVHO\
VWXGLHG(QJOLVK´LQKLVresponse to the exit email interview (SJW _E_July2010). 
 
However, there appeared to be some transition in his approach to strategy use during the 
later stage of his UDP. SJW also revealed in the email interview that, during his SEP and 
FYP, he benefited from the many opportunities to use English in a more informal, natural 
approach. In the former, his SEP at the University of California, Santa Barbara, he was 
³WRWDOO\LPPHUVHGLQWKH86HGXFDWLRQDOFXOWXUH´0RUHRYHUKHKDGDPSOHWLPHWR
LQWHUDFWZLWKFODVVPDWHV³LQVLGHDQGRXWVLGHWKHOHFWXUHURRP´7KHUHZDVHYHQDZHHNO\
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lunch time with their professor. In sum, he made many friends both from US and other 
countrLHV«³DQGDOVROHDUQHGDORWIURPWKHP´,QWKHODWWHUKLV)<3KHKDGDGerman 
SURIHVVRUIRUKLVVXSHUYLVRUVRWKDWFRPPXQLFDWLRQKDGWREHLQ(QJOLVK³DOOWKHWLPH´+H
VSRNH³DORW´DQGKLV(QJOLVK³LPSURYHGQDWXUDOO\´ (SJW _E_July2010). As many of the 
professors in the Physics department were native English speakers, interacting with them 
also KHOSHG6-:¶V(QJOLVKVNLOOVSJW can be counted as a successful learner too as he 
was offered direct entry to a PhD programme in NUS after completing his UDP. The 
marrying of natural and deliberate approaches had been fruitful in his case. 
 
The last participant whom we will discuss in this sub-section is TC. His is the most 
fascinating case study in that he came full circle in his approach to learning and practising 
strategies. He started out as a deliberate strategist during the BC, then gradually settled 
into a more natural approach during the earlier part of his UDP, before being jolted by an 
encounter during his SEP to turn again to a deliberate approach.  
 
Starting from his diary during his first six months in NUS, it was easy to see that TC 
seriously analysed his learning strategies as well as his performance and experiences in 
the BC. The headings to and the topic of the entries were often about a proven strategy or 
a new-IRXQGRQHIRUH[DPSOH³5HFLWLQJ´³6WXG\RQOLQH´DQG³5HWHOOLQJ´7KLV
underlined the deliberate effort he made to find the ³right´ strategies to his learning. He 
first looked back to his schooldays in China where reciting articles was the most 
important strategy for him. Then finding this strategy inadequate for the task demands of 
WKH2UDO5HSRUWLQWKH%&KHDGRSWHGWKHXVHRI³UHFDOOLQJ´Rf key words, that is, a 
mnemonic strategy (TC_D_March2006). He then went beyond familiar TCCL territory to 
leverage on technology: using the Internet for his English learning based on well-thought 
out principles of its advantages over print materials. Applying the same rigorous analysis 
to the intra- and inter-class debates, he evaluated their task significance methodically. 
Eventually, he evaluated his time-tested strategy of reciting and found it inadequate for 
reviewing vocabulary. So he turned to retelling in his own words what he read, being 
inspired by the abridged Penguin Readers. Like some of the other participants, TC also 
used affective and metacognitive strategies to manage his emotions and plan his learning 
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respectively. For example, when he received an ³(´JUDGHIRUKLVHVVD\KHZDVYHU\
disturbed. However, he calmed himself and ended that diary entry by encouraging 
himself to improve despite the lateness of the revelation about his poor editing skills. 
Thus, TC also seemed to cross certain thresholds in his learning as he consciously 
adopted and adapted strategies.  
 
In his UDP, TC became very absorbed in his studies as a Physics major and did not 
appear to focus on English learning. In the exit email interview, however, he described 
ZK\KHKDGWRVSHQG³DQDZHVRPH DPRXQWRIWLPHLQ(QJOLVK´³>W@KHUHLVQRVXFKWKLQJV
like translation when I GRSK\VLFV,QIDFW,KDYHWURXEOHWRWDONSK\VLFVLQ&KLQHVH´
Thus, he read broadly and deeply into the philosophy and history of science, not as a 
deliberate strategy for learning English but ³LQDWWHPSWWRGLVFRYHUWKHVHFUHWRIXQLYHUVH´ 
This consistent, authentic exposure PDGHDQLPSDFWQRQHWKHOHVV³$QGLQWKDWSHULRGRI
LQWHQVHUHDGLQJ,FRXOGUHDOO\IHHOWKHLPSURYHPHQWRIP\(QJOLVKODQJXDJH´7&
developed to the point where that he was ³SURILFLHQWLQ(QJOLVKUHDGLQJDQGOLVWHQLQJDQG
even naturally think in English.´ However, his speaking must have lagged behind, 
SURPSWLQJKLPWRVD\WKDW³WKLQNLQJLQ(QJOLVKLVVWLOOGLIIHUHQWIURPDUticulating in the 
same language´ (TC _E_July2010). 
 
His perceived handicap in speaking really bothered him during his SEP at an American 
university. First, he felt the SEP experience, though positive on the whole, did not 
HQKDQFHKLVDUWLFXODWLRQ³6WD\LQJDWWKHVDPHOHYHODIWHUFRPSOHWLQJ6(3PDGHPHIHHO
ashamed of myself and that motivates me to listen to English program and talk to English 
VSHDNLQJSHRSOH´(TC _E_July2010). He reckoned that he spent most of his time on his 
research projects and left little time to socialising. Secondly, in his autobiography, he 
recalled an encounter in a Chinese restaurant during his SEP. He met a Chinese waiter 
ZKR³VSRNHLQSHUIHFW$PHULFDQDFFHQW´DIWHUKDYLQJEHHQLQWKH86$IRURQO\VL[
PRQWKV7KHZDLWHUVDLGKHDWWDLQHGKLVSURILFLHQF\³E\GLOLJHQFH´7&UHYHDOHGWKDWKH
IHOW³WHUULEO\DVKDPHG´DIWHUWKDWHQFRXQWHUDQGGecided to renew his efforts to improve 
his English in a focused, deliberate approach (TC _A_September2010). 
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Hence, after he returned to NUS from the SEP, TC chose a Final Year Project (FYP) 
ZKHUHKH³VKRXOGQRWHQGXSSUDFWLFLQJ&KLQHVHZLWKSHRSOH´7KHsupervisor was a 
professor from Germany and half his project group did not speak Chinese. When the 
RWKHUKDOIVSRNH&KLQHVHWR7&KH³LQVLVWHGRQVSHDNLQJ(Qglish and soon they accepted 
it´(TC _A_September2010). Though TC believed in fossilisation, that ³SHRSOH¶VDFFHQW
EHFRPHVKDUGWRFKDQJHDVSHRSOHJURZXS´\HWKHHQFRXUDJHGKLPVHOIWRJRRQOHDUQLQJ
(TC _E_July2010). To improve his ability to articulate himself, he revisited learning 
materials like New Concept English and Crazy English and explored podcasts from CNN 
and NBC. He also turned on the radio to pick up the BBC World Service. Such was his 
determination to stay on course in his deliberate efforts to improve his speaking skills. It 
was like the BC days when he pursued English learning with passion and urgency using 
different strategies. He had come full circle.  
 
Through the various stages in their English learning journey, from BC to UDP, IP or SEP, 
and finally FYP, the focal participants favoured and practised many learning strategies. 
Among these were the TCCL cornerstones of reading aloud, recitation, review and 
memorisation, all with effort, and more universal methods like reading, watching movies, 
listening to the radio and using IT. Some of these learners also used affective, social and 
metacognitive strategies while others simply followed their curriculum and went with the 
flow of everyday interaction with their community. Whatever strategies they leant 
towards, it was noticed that the students took one approach or another, natural or 
deliberate, or combined these two. Transition was seen in the growth and expansion of 
the repertoire of strategies for the learners over time, whatever approach they adopted. 
They adapted the TCCL strategies or experimented with and added new strategies, 
demonstrating the active stance they took towards their English learning.  
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Chapter 5: AFFECTIVE DOMAIN, IDENTITY, AGENCY AND INVESTMENT 
 
When we recall that the seven focal participants were all scholarship holders recruited via 
DVWULQJHQWSURFHVVE\6LQJDSRUH¶V02(RIILFHUVIURPWKHEHWWHULIQRWEHVWXQLYHUVLWLHV
in China, we may tend to think of them as terribly cerebral beings. In attempting to study 
their learner characteristics and the transitions they made when journeying through a 
university in Singapore, we may tend to focus on the cognitive and behavioural aspects of 
their learning, such as motivation, beliefs and strategies, and overlook the affective 
domain and learner identity. That would be an oversight I would have made had I not 
worked with PRC SM3/SM2 students from 1997 and noticed how much their feelings and 
sense of identity affected these students and their learning during the BC. Thus, I 
included the affective domain in my previous studies (Young & Fong, 2003; Fong, 
2006b) as well in the present one. Having become more acquainted with studies on 
learner identity in social contexts from around 2010, I decided also to include this aspect 
in my current research. Having looked at the findings on motivation, beliefs and strategies 
in the last chapter, in this chapter, we will focus on the affective domain, and learner 
identity with its related notions of agency and investment. 
 
5.1 Affective Domain 
 
Combing carefully through the Affective Domain column in the Themes Table distilled 
from the seven case studies, I identified 45 feelings mentioned or implied by the focal 
participants in their diaries, interviews and the sole autobiography. Among these 45 
feelings, there were many synonyms and related emotions. Broadly speaking, these 
feelings can be divided into positive and negative feelings, but a further sifting yielded 
four finer categories: Happiness, Fear/Unease, Confidence and Shame. Table 5.1 below 
presents a visual representation of this four-way division of the affective factors that were 
involved in the English learning of SJW, SCC, RYP, QU, SQ, QC and TC. A particular 
feeling might have been cited by different participants and this is reflected by the number 
that follows the emotion. Altogether, there were 98 citations of feelings culled from the 
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seven case studies and entered in the Themes Table. The number of items and total 
citations for each category are given in parentheses at the end of each column.  
 
 Happiness 
 
Fear/Unease Confidence Shame 
happy 9 
enjoyable 7 
exciting 
fun    
interest 2 
pleasure 
warm 3 
enthusiastic 
satisfied 
peaceful 
love  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(11 items,  
29 citations) 
fear 
perplexed  
void 
powerless 
shocked 
anxious  
nervous 
reluctance 
discouraged 2 
desperate 
frustration 2 
tension 
worried 4 
lost 
disappointment 2 
cynicism 
resistance 
turmoil 
disbelief 
dread 
scared 2  
  
(21 items, 
 28 citations) 
confidence 11 
pride 4    
courage 
hope 
independence 2  
boredom 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(6 items, 
23 citations) 
(a)shame(d) 5 
embarrassment 
guilty 4 
losing face 2 
sorry 
deep regrets 3 
shyness 2  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(7 items,  
18 citations) 
 
Table 5.1: Feelings Cited by the Seven Focal Participants  
 
The four categories were first arranged in contrastive pairs: Happiness and Fear, 
Confidence and Shame. This arrangement, however, turned out to be one in descending 
order of the number of citations for each category.  
 
What does this quantifying of the affective dimension reveal? What am I attempting to 
show the reader? First, that the affective dimension was an important learner 
characteristic of the seven participants; it featured prominently in their thoughts and 
expressions as they went about their learning. The feelings they experienced had a 
182 
 
significant impact on their learning journey so much so that feelings were mentioned an 
average of 14 times by each of the participants in the data they supplied. Secondly, there 
were both positive and negative feelings that impacted these learners in their quest to 
become proficient in English. Judging by the number of citations, joy in learning, fun, 
HQWKXVLDVPLQWHUHVWDQGWKHUHVWRIWKH³KDSS\´IHHOLQJVPHQWLRQHGVHHPHGWRKDYH
played the most significant role, in motivating the learners on in their journeys. 
Interestingly, fear was very close behind happiness in the number of citations: 28 versus 
29. And shock, anxiety, nervousness and the UHVWRIWKH³IHDUIXO´IHHOLQJVZHre not only 
resultant from the difficulties that the learners faced but they also motivated the learners. 
Perhaps, this pattern resulted when the learners felt that much was at stake if they failed 
to advance in their journey (their Ought-to Self at work). And when they did make 
progress, confidence grew and independence developed. But once again, they might be 
weighed down by negative feelings as when boredom set in when they felt that the BC 
had become routine and unchallenging. Also, lingering in the background might be shame 
that held back the learners at times: shame at not being able to speak fluently, shame due 
to the fear of being laughed at and shame when identified immediately by their accent as 
PRC students. This sense of shame, or loss of face, was often manifested as shyness or 
passivity when they would rather not speak English in class or in public. However, 
generally, it was noticed that, as the participants moved further along their learning 
journey and grew in their proficiency, they also moved increasingly in the direction of 
happiness and confidence. We will now look at the learner characteristic of affect and the 
transitions made along this journey as manifested in the particiSDQWV¶UHSRUWVRIKDSSLQHVV
fear/unease, confidence and shame. 
 
5.1.1 Happiness 
 
What would make learners happy and persevere in their endeavours? Praise and 
encouragement by others, especially their English teachers, seemed to have made a 
lasting impact as in the case of SCC, TC and RYP. SCC recorded the following in his 
diary entry 3: 
 
183 
 
«after a short oral quiz she [his junior middle school English teacher] told me that I was 
quite good at English and she encouraged me to be confident and went on studying 
hard. «,IHOWH[FLWHGLQP\KHDUW«FRXOGQ¶WVWRSIHHOLQJKDSS\EHFDXVHWKHUHZDVQR
teacher before praising my English in the school. From then on, I did nearly perfect in her 
FODVVDQGWKH(QJOLVKWHVWV«(SCC_D_March2006). 
 
7&ZDVOLNHZLVHHQFRXUDJHGE\KLVMXQLRUPLGGOHVFKRROWHDFKHU³«my teacher always 
praised me for my good work. /DWHUVKHDOZD\VDVNHGPHWRUHFLWHWRWKHZKROHFODVV«
My efforts had not gone. I received a lot from reciting´(TC_D_February2006).In a 
similar way, for RYP, praise by his peers could be exhilarating. In referring to the debate 
activity during the BC, KHVDLG³«ZHORVWEXWP\IULHQGVVDLG,GLGTXLWHZHOO«,WKLQN
LW¶VH[FLWLQJ´ (RYP_F_November2006). 
 
Happiness also accompanies learning when learners successfully completes a challenging 
communication task, whether it is reading the original versions of the Harry Potter series 
or talking to strangers during the BC. This was how QU described the affective aspect of 
her achievement in reading:  
 
I began to challenge myself by reading short original books. At last in Grade Three [junior 
middle three], I could read the Harry Potter and only had to refer to dictionary at times. I 
was so happy that I bought two Harry Potter books at once though they were very 
expensive (QU_D_February2006). 
 
Likewise, for SQ, at the very beginning of the BC, she managed to get a document 
SULQWHGE\VSHDNLQJZLWKVWUDQJHUVLQ(QJOLVK³2QHRIWKHPRVWSURXGWKLQJVWKDW,KDYH
done after I came to Singapore is that how I managed to print my first copy by 
communicating with people in English. «,ZDVYHU\KDSS\«´(SQ_D_February2006). 
 
Ultimately, the goal for some of these learners was to become proficient English. For QU, 
the prize at the end of her transition through NUS was within reach. She probably 
summed up how the other participants would have felt too.  
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During the past five years, I KDYHLPSURYHGDORWLQ(QJOLVK«I am not afraid of talking with 
English speakers and instead I feel I enjoy doing so. I think I am mid-way [in my journey], 
but not very far behind from native English speakers. I feel very happy and satisfied 
(QU_E_July2010). 
 
5.1.2 Fear/Unease 
 
:KHQ,WKLQNWKDWWKHVH\RXQJSHRSOHPRVWOLNHO\ZLWKWKHLUSDUHQWV¶EOHVVLQJPDGHWKH
decision to transplant themselves from the familiarity of home, university and country 
into the strangeness of NUS and Singapore, I believe they paid a certain price, their 
scholarships notwithstanding. Much was at stake, not least a secured place in one of 
&KLQD¶VWRSXQLYHUVLWLHVDQGDUHDVRQDEO\EULJKWIXWXUHXSRQJUDGXDWLRQ7KHUHZDVDOVR
much to adjust to academically and socio-culturally, possibly UHVXOWLQJLQ³OHDUQLQJ
VKRFN´EHVLGHVFXOWXUHVKRFN (Forland, 2006; Huang, 2012). After the novelty had worn 
off, fear or unease could set in due to what seemed unknown and uncertain in the way 
ahead, and this could have an impact on their learning journey. That was how SJW 
reflected in his diary twelve weeks into the BC.  
 
Now I feel a little disappointed and perplexed. During this period of time, we were filled 
ZLWK(QJOLVKHYHU\GD\«,RIWHQIHHOYHU\YRLGDQGSRZHUOHVVDIWHUDGD\¶s learning. I just 
GRQ¶WNQRZZKDW,¶YHOHDQWWRGD\...(SJW_D_March2006). 
 
Similar feelings of perplexity and disappointment were expressed by SQ, QU, QC and TC 
in the course of the BC, especially when they felt they were not making progress. At mid-
point in the BC, QC expressed disappointment over his perception that his English was 
³WRRSRRUWREHLPSURYHG´EXWUHFRYHUHGFRXUDJHODWHUWRSHUVHYHUH(QC_D_March2006). 
48ZURWHLQKHUGLDU\³«why do I still use the vocabularies I have been tired of using 
sinFHKLJKVFKRRO":K\FDQ¶W,IHHOPXFKSURJUHVVLQRUDO(QJOLVK":K\FDQ¶W,VHHPXFK
advancement in my writing skills?´(QU_D_March2006). Thus, the feeling that one was 
not making progress could weigh heavily on these young learners. 
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Just as successfully completing a learning activity could bring happiness, failing at a task 
or even dealing with one perceived to be daunting can be unsettling. Early in the BC, QU 
GHVFULEHGWKH2UDO5HSRUWDVD³WRUWXUH´(QU_D_March2006) which engendered fear 
while RYP was ³VKRFNHG«DQ[LRXV«QHUYRXV´WKDW³VXFKHPEDUUDVVLQJSHUIRUPDQFH
ZRXOGEHDUHJXODUSURJUDPHYHU\ZHHNEHFDXVHLWZDVUDUHO\UHTXHVWHGLQ&KLQD´%XW
DIWHUDVXFFHVVIXOPDLGHQHIIRUW³ZLWKIO\LQJFRORUV´Ke grasped the task significance 
(RYP_D_March2006). At beginning oIWKHGHEDWHV48IHOW³GHVSHUDWH´EHFDXVHRIWKH
PRWLRQDVVLJQHGEXWEHFDPH³PRUHFRQILGHQW´DIWHUGLVFXVVLRQ(QU_D_April2006). So 
the learners did overcome their fears to accomplish their tasks. This in itself was a 
valuable lesson for them that the challenges were surmountable.  
 
Yet another negative affective factor was frustration which resulted from problems in 
communication. The feeling of being thwarted in their attempts to develop as effective 
communicators in English was especially trying for TC and QU. Frustration was palpable 
for QU when she could not practise speaking English with the local community who 
quickly identified her PRC origins and responded to her questions in Chinese. She was 
also frustrated that she was not understood by others, and worse, when she felt ignored 
during seminars for not being able to articulate her ideas fluently and quickly enough. 
However, this sense of frustration propelled her to take action: to seize and create 
opportunities to practise speaking in English. As fRU7&LWZDVD³SDLQIXOUHPLQGHU´RI
his far-from-QDWLYHDFFHQWZKHQKHILUVWDUULYHGLQ6LQJDSRUH³«DIWHU,VSRNHXSIRURQH
sentence or two, local people could immediately tell my origin and always switched to 
speak Chinese´ (TC_ A_September2010). 
 
But for TC, this was not the worst; his greatest worry was the fossilisation of his accent: 
 
I am worried whether I can complete the journey in achieving full English proficiency as I 
UHDOL]HGWKDWSHRSOH¶VDFFHQWEHFRPHVKDUGWRFKDQJHDVWKH\grow up. I feel more 
motivated than ever to improve my ability to articulate myself. And I wish I reached this 
point earlier (TC _E_July2010). 
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Thus, it was the fear of being unable to attain their ideal L2 self as a fluent speaker with a 
native like accent that made some learners uncomfortable. But the good that came out of 
such fears was a greater determination to succeed, as exemplified by TC¶VH[DPSOH
above, in order to reach the goal of becoming fluent English speakers. 
 
5.1.3 Confidence 
 
³Confidence´ was the single most cited affective factor (11 times) among all the feelings 
mentioned by the seven focal participants in the data they supplied. As seen from the 
early diary data, the learners had already begun to build their confidence in learning 
English during their junior and senior middle school days in China. How did they go 
DERXWWKLVEXLOGLQJSURFHVV"7KHJHQHVLVRIWKHVH\RXQJSHUVRQV¶FRQILGHQFHZDVRIWHQ
found in the progress they made at the onset of their learning journey. The story 
continued to unfold as they acquired greater confidence in the course of their middle 
school years. When they began a new chapter of their life and learning journey in 
Singapore, the confidence continued to develop amidst the ups and downs, joys and fears 
that they experienced. At the end of their UDP, all of them were more confident, to 
varying degrees, than when they started their BC. A consistent phenomenon in this 
affective factor has overwhelmingly to do with speaking than any of the other skills. This 
suggests that courage and confidence are needed more for speaking English than for 
listening, reading, writing the language for PRC learners. 
 
Starting with SCC, we are given a glimpse of the foundations of his confidence. He did 
not catch on to his English lessons during upper elementary school. His mother then 
HQJDJHGDWXWRUWRFRDFKKLPSULYDWHO\IURPWKH³EDVLFV´+HTXLFNO\FDXJKWXSDQG
developed confidence to go on learning.  
 
I thought I learned very fast and well and I could catch what the teacher said without much 
HIIRUW6RRQ,WKRXJKW,QHDUO\PDGHXSRIDOO,ORVWLQWKHSULPDU\VFKRRO«7KHPRVW
important thing was that I began to build my confidence in English from that time.  
(SCC_D_March2006). 
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It was a similar story for QU who enrolled in a branch of the NOS. ³I went to that school 
in my spare time«I was full of confidence due to the rapid progress in English, thus 
ILQGLQJJUHDWIXQLQOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVK´(QU_D_February2006).Thus, making progress in 
her English proficiency early in her journey also cRQWULEXWHGWR48¶VFRQILGHQFH 
 
After she arrived in Singapore and joined NUS, QU¶VFRQILGHQFHFRQWLQXHGWRGHYHORS
during the BC, her UDP and her SEP experience.  
 
$WWKHVWDUWRIEULGJLQJFRXUVH«P\RUDO(QJOLVKZDVQRWVRJRRG,KDGWURXEOH
FRPPXQLFDWLQJFRQILGHQWO\DQGIOXHQWO\«,KDGPDQ\FKDQFHVWRVSHDN«,WJUHDWO\KHOSHG
EXLOGP\FRQILGHQFHDQGFRXUDJH«'XULQJWKHSDVWILYH\HDUV,KDYHLPSURYHGDORWLQ
English, not just the vocabularies but also the confidence to speak out (QU_E_July2010). 
 
At the end of her UDP, QU was not only confident, but she reported that she could enjoy 
KHULQWHUDFWLRQZLWK(QJOLVKVSHDNHUV7KLVZDVDKXJHWUDQVLWLRQIURPKDYLQJ³WURXEOH´DW
the start of the BC (QU_E_July2010). 
 
Another learner, SJW, also emphasised the link between confidence and speaking, 
referring to the Oral Report during the BC. His progress and the resultant confidence had 
grown imperceptibly due to nearly five years of learning and using English in the NUS 
learning context: 
 
I still remember the very first oral report, it was a disaster and a shame. Now, I am very 
FRQILGHQWWRPDNHDQ\VSHHFKHVSHFLDOO\DFDGHPLFRQHV«7KHUHDUHDORWRISUHVHQWDWLRns, 
projects, thesis to be done. You use English all the time and you must use it. «gradually, 
you will gain confidence and your English has improved without you noticing it.  
(SJW _E_July2010). 
 
Thus, the learning context and the demands of the curriculum had brought about the 
changes in proficiency and confidence for SJW. 
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Though he did not mention confidence directly, TC gave an idea of the comfort level he 
felt about English in this remark in the exit email interview: ³Four years ago, I had 
limited vacabulary, little feelings of the language. Now I am proficient in English reading 
and listening and even naturally tKLQNLQ(QJOLVK7KHFDXVH«is years of experience of 
using English.´(TC _E_July2010). TC was reticent by nature so perhaps speaking was 
not something that came naturally to him, whether it was in English or Chinese. But for 
him to declare that he was proficient in reading, listening and even thinking in English 
speaks volumes about the confidence he had achieved in these other skills.  
 
HowHYHUEHFRPLQJFRQILGHQWLQRQH¶V(QJOLVKSURILFLHQF\GXULQJWKHFRXUVHRIWKH%&
may also have unexpected results. SQ mentioned the pride she felt at the sudden 
UHDOLVDWLRQWKDWVKHZDVOLVWHQLQJDQGVSHDNLQJLQKHU³VHFRQGDU\ODQJXDJHIUHHO\´GXULQJ
one BC session (SQ_D_March2006). Her confidence was also quite clear during the face-
to-face LQWHUYLHZVKHJDYHWKLVDVVHVVPHQWRIKHUSURILFLHQF\³,WKLQN,Dm not bad as a 
language learner´(SQ _F_November2006). Her confidence was further underscored in 
her preference for learning with independence and autonomy, interest and pleasure. 
Confidence and independence were again evident in her assessment of her transition to an 
ESL learner during the exit email interview: she estimated that she was at the 60% mark 
of her English learning journey which was past the halfway mark in her journey (SQ 
_E_July2010). But towards the end of the BC, she had expressed boredom and 
discouragement with the routine and monotony of the course. Thus, as the learners 
develop greater proficiency and confidence during the BC, they may need to be 
challenged with more complex tasks and activities to help them stay interested and 
³KXQJU\´WROHDUQ7KLVLVDSRVVLELOLW\WKDWWHDFKHUVDQGFXUULFXOXPGHYHORSHUVRI
bridging courses should keep in view. 
 
Interestingly, another issue that at first seems unrelated to confidence is shame. More 
accurately, we often think of the two affective factors as opposites. QC, however, first 
alerted me to the relationship between confidence and shame in his interview response: 
³«IRUPRVWRIWKH&KLQHVH«LW¶VDVKDPHPD\EHLI,GRQ¶W«FDQ¶WVSHDNYHU\JRRG
(QJOLVKVR,GRQ¶WZDQWWRVSHDNEXWWKHWHDFKHUPD\EXLOW«our confident. And this, I 
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WKLQNLVYHU\XVHIXO´(QC_F_November2006). For QC personally, he ZDV³QRWYHU\
FRQILGHQWWRVSHDN(QJOLVK´DWWKHVWDUWRI%&DVKHZDV³DOZD\VZRUU\WKDWSHRSOHPD\
ODXJKDW>KLP@EHFDXVHRI>KLV@KHDY\&KLQHVHDFFHQW´(QC_E_July2010). However, he 
revealed that confidence could be built up if learners like him were given encouragement 
by teachers. Happily for QC, he made the transition from shame to confidence by the end 
of his UDP. In the exit interview, it was gratifying to read his response to what has 
FKDQJHGIRUKLP³7KHFKDQJH over these years is confidence´(QC_E_July2010). Thus, 
encouragement from teachers appeared important to help students like QC who might feel 
³DVKDPHG´EHFDXVHWKH\FRXOGQRWVSHDN³YHU\JRRG(QJOLVK´WRPDNHWKHFURVVLQJLQWR
daring to speak.  
 
)ROORZLQJ4&¶VUHYHODWLRQ,SLFNHGXSDVLPLlar signal from RYP in the email interview. 
Though he did not mention confidence in his responses, the following brief answer, 
regarding what he found most helpful about the BC or what was the greatest gain, 
LQGLFDWHGWKDWKHKDGEHFRPHPRUHFRQILGHQW³FRmmunicate with people freely, no 
VKDPHGXHWRWKHPLVWDNHVLQODQJXDJH´(RYP_E_July2010). Embedded in this terse 
remark is the implication that he had felt shame or embarrassment in the past due to the 
mistakes he made in communicating in English. However, happily for him too, he had 
overcome that shame.  
 
5.1.4 Shame 
 
We had seen in the previous sub-section the shame that the participants felt when they 
made mistakes in speaking or when they felt they did not speak good English. It was a 
happy ending, however, that RYP and QC both made the crossing from shame to 
confidence in the course of their time in NUS. 
 
Other participants also broached the issue of shame and the related feelings of shyness, 
embarrassment, guilt and regret in the data, but without relating them directly to the issue 
of confidence. QU was one who dealt with these feelings quite extensively in her diary 
190 
 
and during the face-to-face interview. Moreover, she would often reflect on them from 
WKHDQJOHRI³ORVLQJIDFH´+HUGLDU\HQWU\DIWer her team lost their debate is one example:  
 
2XUWHDPORVWWKHGHEDWHEHFDXVHRIPH,QIDFW,GRQ¶WFDUHDERXWWKHUHVXOWDQGP\ORVLQJ
face but when RYP felt very frustrated due to our failure I felt extremely sorry and 
JXLOW\«,¶GOLNHWRH[SUHVVP\ deep regrets to my partners for the result again 
(QU_D_April2006). 
 
The cause for regret for QU was a matter of accountability to others. As she herself put it, 
losing an inter- or intra-class debate waV³QRELJGHDO´EXWIRU\RXQJOHDUQHUVIURPD
TCCL background, this might have been a big blow. In the literature review, Ho and 
Crookall (1995) make reference to the &KLQHVHFRQFHUQZLWK³IDFH´. Particularly, when 
FRPPXQLFDWLQJZLWKDQRWKHUSHUVRQRQHPXVWSURWHFWWKHRWKHU¶VVHOI-image and feelings. 
This might be why QU expressed her regrets to her teammates in the instance. 
 
6KHZDVDOVRSURWHFWLYHRIKHURZQ³IDFH´DERXWVSHDNLQJ(QJOLVKLQSXEOLFWRVWUDQJHUV
³,QHYHUKDYHWKHQHUYHWRVSHDNIUHHO\ZLWKRXWDQ\FRQVLGHUDWLRQRIZKDWRWKHUVPD\
think about me. I am always afraid of losing face«,KDYHQ¶WFRQTXHUHGP\Iear of losing 
face triumphantly´(QU_D_June2006). Thus, the matter of making a fool of oneself in 
public is probably a serious concern with students like QU who found it rather face-
threatening. It was just too humiliating to be seen as speaking badly and this reason might 
have prevented many from speaking English in public. 
 
During the face-to-face interview, QU gave a possible reason for the shyness that many 
new PRC students seem to displa\³«most students, they are quite shy to speak« 
HVSHFLDOO\LQ&KLQD\RXGRQ¶WKDYHPDQ\RSSRUWXQLWLHV,W¶VRQO\ZKHQWHDFKHUVDVN\RX
WRDQVZHUTXHVWLRQV\RXZLOOVSHDNLQ(QJOLVK([FHSWWKDW\RXGRQ¶WKDYHFKDQFHWR
VSHDN´(QU_F_November2006).Thus, the lack of opportunities to practise speaking prior 
to arriving in Singapore might have made many students feel handicapped at speaking, 
especially at the beginning. They felt shy about displaying what they perceived as their 
poor English and this in turn could have delayed their progress in speaking. Until they 
could overcome that shyness, their progress might be slow.  
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For yet another learner, TC, the acute sense of shame he expressed in his autobiography 
came about following an encounter he had during his SEP in the USA. He met a Chinese 
waiter in a restaurant whose English sounded native-like to TC: 
 
I was greeted by a Chinese servant [server/waiter], in his 30s, who spoke in perfect 
American accent...While I was eating, I heard him talking to his colleagues in perfect 
Chinese. And I reckoned he must have been in US since an early age. When prompted, he 
told me he had been US for only six months, putting me in wild astonishment. By then, I 
had been receiving English education for three years and spent nearly one year in US, yet 
P\VSHHFKHVZHUHVWLOOIUHTXHQWO\LQWHUUXSWHGE\µ3DUGRQ"¶RUµDK"¶1HHGOHVVWRVD\,IHOW
terribly ashamed. I asked him how he learnt English so wHOO+HDQVZHUHGµE\GLOLJHQFH¶ 
(TC _A_September2010). 
 
7&¶VZULWWHQ(QJOLVKas seen in the quote above is clear and succinct, displaying a certain 
VRSKLVWLFDWLRQLQV\QWD[DQGOH[LV<HWKHIHOW³WHUULEO\DVKDPHG´ZKHQKHFRPSDUHG
himself to the waiter in terms of speaking; he felt he had fallen short despite the 
comparative advantage he had in terms of exposure to English. But this experience also 
had a gratifying result for it spurred him to renew his efforts to improve his speaking. In 
fact, he went to extraordinary lengths to achieve his purpose, including his choice of 
project supervisor and his insistence of interacting only in English with his peers. 
Moreover, he renewed his efforts to learn English³,KDYHEHHQSD\LQJPRUHDWWHQWLRQVWR
learning English. I dusted off learning English materials«I download podcasts from 
CNN, NBC. In Singapore, I turn on my FM radio to pick up the readily available BBC 
World Service´ (TC _A_September2010). ,QGHHG,EHOLHYH7&¶VHIIRUWVKDd paid off. In 
his autobiography, he sounded rather confident; what started as a negative feeling for him 
had led to a positive outcome. 
 
The focal participants experienced a whole spectrum of both positive and negative 
feelings in their English learning journey, feelings broadly related to happiness, 
fear/unease, confidence or shame. While on the one hand, this affective dimension of the 
learners shows their humanity and vulnerability, on the other hand, it makes manifest 
192 
 
their strengths and determination. More often than not, as we have seen in the findings 
above, even the negative emotions were harnessed by the learners to attain their goals 
while they learnt how to manage these emotions. The affective factors were a significant 
driving force for these learners in transition. In turn, their affective dimension also 
underwent transitions, growing from fear/unease to happiness, shame to confidence as 
they developed greater competence along their learning journey. In Figure 5.2 below, I 
represent this growth as an upward trajectory.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.1: The Affective Dimension: An Upward Trajectory 
 
5.2 Identity, Agency and Investment 
 
While I found the notions of motivation in SLA a useful beginning to investigate the 
English learning journeys of the PRC learners in my current and previous studies, I also 
found resonance in the notions of learner identity in social contexts which I first came 
across in readings and conference attendance around 2010. For this study, I based the 
analysis and report of my findings on social identity mainly on the framework and 
GHILQLWLRQVRI1RUWRQ¶VZRUNIdentity and Language Learning: Gender, Ethnicity 
and Educational Change. I found the notions of identity, agency and investment in this 
framework another helpful lens IRUWKHGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHVHYHQIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQWV¶learner 
characteristics and transitions. 
 
Fear/Unease/Shame
Confidence
Happiness
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Norton uses the term identity ³WRUHIHUHQFHKRZDSHUVRQXQGHUVWDQGVKLVRUKHU
relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and 
how the person understands possibilities for the future´S7KLVGHILQLWLRQLVYHU\DSW
for my analysis of the focal participants who discoursed on their sense of who they were 
in their different learning contexts and over time including projections into the future. 
How they managed their learning journeys, often in a deliberate fashion, also revealed 
their human agency, another notion put forth by Norton, (2000, p. 3). As agents, learners 
are active in the construction of the terms and conditions of their own learning. Agency 
provides the motive and significance that link investment to action. According to Norton, 
WKHQRWLRQRILQYHVWPHQW³FRQFHLYHVRIWKHODQJXDJHOHDUQHUDVKDYLQJDFRPSOH[VRFLDO
KLVWRU\DQGPXOWLSOHGHVLUHV´7KHDVVXPSWLRQEHKLQGWKLVQRWLRQLVWKDWOHDUQHUVDUH
FRQVWDQWO\³RUJDQL]LQJDQGUHRUJDQL]LQJDVHQVHRIZKRWKH\DUHDQGhow they relate to 
WKHVRFLDOZRUOG´LQWKHLULQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKWDUJHWODQJXDJHVSHDNHUV³7KXVDQLQYHVWPHQW
LQWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJHLVDOVRDQLQYHVWPHQWLQWKHOHDUQHU¶VRZQLGHQWLW\DQLGHQWLW\WKDW
LVFRQVWDQWO\FKDQJLQJDFURVVWLPHDQGVSDFH´Sp. 10, 11). In addition to the notions of 
identity, agency and investment, one more concept from Norton (2000) that surfaced in 
my data analysis was power. Norton uses power LQWKHVHQVHRI³VRFLDOO\FRQVWUXFWHG
relations among individuals, institutions and communities through which symbolic and 
PDWHULDOUHVRXUFHVLQDVRFLHW\DUHSURGXFHGGLVWULEXWHGDQGYDOLGDWHG´S7KH
symbolic resources may include education, language and friendship while their material 
counterparts include money, capital goods and real estate. This inclusion was necessitated 
by the finding that the participants felt empowered or otherwise at various points in their 
learning journeys. 
 
5.2.1 Identity  
 
For the seven focal participants, making the transition from China to Singapore, how had 
their learner identities been impacted in the process? What stayed the same and what 
changed in their four and a half years spent in NUS? As I sifted through the data on their 
identities, I decided to present the findings on each learner separately as each is a unique 
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individual. In the latter half of this sub-section, however, I am able to present the findings 
on one commonality which is their future selves in an imagined community. 
 
About mid-ZD\LQWKH%&6-:¶VLGHQWLW\as a competent learner seemed to have suffered 
a setback through the loss of his sense of control over his learning. He lost his initial spirit 
ZKHQKHEHFDPH³GLVDSSRLQWHGDQGSHUSOH[HG´ZLWKOHDUning only English. In his diary he 
ZURWH³,RIWHQIHHOvery void and powerless >HPSKDVLVDGGHG@DIWHUDGD\¶VOHDUQLQJ>«@
,FDQ¶WHQMR\WKHIHHOLQJRIVXEVWDQWLDOLW\DJDLQZKHQ,ZDVLQP\ODVWXQLYHUVLW\´
(SJW_D_March2006). However, in the next diary entry, he showed he did not remain 
dispirited; there was a sense of recovery and an effort to reconstruct his learner identity. 
He looked to Kaifu Lee, then of Google, for inspiration to deal with his own 
EHZLOGHUPHQW³,QUHDOOLIH,RIWHQIHHOYHU\SXzzled and perplexed, especially when 
faced with some options«´+HZDVDWWKDWWLPHFRQWHPSODWLQJZKLFKPDMRUWRVHOHFWIRU
his UDP at NUS. However, he asserted his agency to resist being constrained by 
FLUFXPVWDQFHV³0\VFRUHLQWKH1DWLRQDO&ROOHJH(QWUDnce Examination is not high«it is 
very difficult for me to be admitted to a good major. This is a reality that cannot be 
changed, EXW,GRQ¶WZDQWWRDFFHSWLW [emphasis added]. He encouraged himself with his 
KHUR¶VPRWWR³/HHDOVRVDLGWKDWµGRDV\RXOLNH¶0D\EHWKHPDMRU,OLNHLVQRWYHU\
popular«but I have interests in it. «,GRQ¶WZDQWWROHDUQDVXEMHFWWKDW,GRQ¶WOLNHIRU
IRXU\HDUV´(SJW_D_April2006). Thus, SJW negotiated his possible self and constructed 
his identity despite his predicament. In all, this learner has a resilient identity; we will see 
in the next section how he asserts his agency and invests in his identity. 
 
At the beginning of his NUS career, RYP looked at his identity from different angles. 
)LUVWKHZDVFRQVFLRXVRIKLVSULYLOHJHGLGHQWLW\³$VDOXFN\VFKRODU,DPQRWFDUHDERXW
H[DPVXQLYHUVLW\DQGPRQH\´%XWKHZDVDOLWWOHXQHDV\DERXWKLVOLIHRIHDVH³,HQMR\
this kind of life but I prefer a more challenging one«,H[SHFWWKHVWLUULQJXQLYHUVLW\OLIH´
(RYP_D_May2006). He also revealed that, during the BC, he was self-conscious about 
speaking English because of his identity as a PDOHZLWKDQDIILQLW\IRUFRPSXWHUV³6SHDN
for a long time is very challenging because I am a guy and use to think using computer 
ORJLF´(RYP _E_July2010). However, he had transited from a mere learner to a real user 
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of English in his identity by the end of his first year in NUS³«P\(QJOLVKLVQRWJRRG
EXW,¶PTXLWHSURXGWKDW,FDQXQGHUVWDQGZKDWWKHSURIHVVRUVDUHWDONLQJDERXW´ 
(RYP _F_November2006). 
 
In the email interview, SQ was quite explicit about her identity change from an EFL to an 
(6/OHDUQHU6KHHYDOXDWHGKHUSURJUHVVWKXV³English is totally a foreign language for 
me before the bridging course. After it, I get used to it already´ (SQ _E_July2010). This 
was a rather unexpected transition as SQ had appeared quite firm in her identity as a 
OHDUQHUFRPLQJIURPD³SURYHQ´Chinese ELT tradition. For she suggested in her diary 
that something was missing in the BC curriculum and should be included: the recitation 
of texts as a learning VWUDWHJ\6KHDOVRVHHPHGWROLYHRXWWKHVSLULWRI³MR\LQHIIRUW´
which is one characteristic of the ideal Confucian scholar as explained by Gu (2003). She 
gave further evidence of this identity in her diary: ³«we can learn by living, and enrich 
our lives by improving English and both of processes are quite enjoyable´
(SQ_D_March2006). SQ also apparently identified closely with the Chinese students who 
had gone through the grueling Gaokao system; she informed me that they made huge 
investment in effort for admission to a good university (SQ _F_November2006). 
 
Among the seven participants, QC was the most philosophical and poetic. His diary was 
devoted almost entirely to reminisces and ruminations rather than to his English learning 
in the BC. He appeared to be on a quest to make sense of the past in order to construct his 
identity for the present (that is, his new context in NUS). He traced his earliest memories 
from childhood: the old cave dwelling, his English teachers, his keen interest in poetry 
and poets, his close friend, his grandparents, and finally his parents. QC conveyed a dual 
YLHZRIOLIHDQGUHODWLRQVKLSVOLIHLVSDUDGR[LFDOEXWQRWZLWKRXWKRSH+LVSDUHQWV¶
traditional, probably arranged, marriage in a patriarchal family setting and their 
WHPSHVWXRXVUHODWLRQVKLSKDGDJUHDWLPSDFWRQ4&¶VOLIHHis new identity as an NUS BC 
student might have offered an escape from his past unhappiness. 
 
In the face-to-face interview, QC expressed a wish to balance the pragmatic side of life 
ZLWKVSLULWXDOLQSXWEXWKHZDVDZDUHRIWKHOLPLWV³,¶GOLNHWRFKRRVHVRPH>PRGXOHVLQ@
196 
 
literature or philosoSK\«EXWFDQQRWEHDOO«I think some spiritual things, because daily 
OLIHLVYHU\EXV\«´4&VKRZHGWKDWKLVVWURQJVHQVHRI Chinese cultural identity still 
LPSDFWHGKLVOHDUQLQJRI(QJOLVK³,WKLQN,DPWRRWUDGLWLRQDO,FDQQRWRUGRQ¶WZDQWWR
accept the culture of English, so ,IRXQGP\VHOIGLIILFXOWWR«learn English very further or 
profound´(QC_F_November2006). There was apparent resistance to modifying his 
cultural identity despite moving into a new cultural context. Thus, it was a surprise that, 
in the exit email interview, QC offered this advice to an imaginary IUHVKPDQ³0HQWDOO\
value this opportunity to study EnglisK´ (QC_E_July2010). Despite his resistance to 
English culture in his own freshman year, he seemed to have accepted English and its 
culture as part of his selfhood, his identity. There appeared to be an on-going identity 
FRQVWUXFWLRQLQ4&¶VOLIH 
 
7&¶VILrst diary entry during the BC revealed that he was considered the best student at 
reciting texts in his junior middle class. This identity as best student sustained him in his 
daily efforts. ³,>Q@RUGHUWRVDYHIDFHDOWKRXJKP\WHDFKHUWKRXJKW,ZDVWKHEest, and I 
thought the same), no only should I memorize the whole text, but also should recite as 
fluently as possible..´(TC_D_February2006). 7KHUHLVWKHDOOXVLRQWR³IDFH´DVLQ48¶V
case. The pride of being the best student was at stake if he failed to live up to 
expectations. Thus, during the BC, this identity took a beating when he received a near-
fail grade for his English essay test. The traumatic experience shook his identity to the 
core of being an excellent and diligent student. This was reflected in the title of his diary 
HQWU\³$Q(LQFRPSRVLWLRQSDUW,JRW´ (TC_D_May2006). He drew upon an affective 
strategy, however, to encourage himself to recover from this setback in his identity. Later, 
in his UDP, TC identified himself as a member of the academic community and was 
immersed in its culture which was transacted predominantly in English. In his identity as 
a serious student of Physics, hHUHDGYRUDFLRXVO\³SKLORVRSK\DQGVWXG\WKHKLVWRU\RI
science in attempt to diVFRYHUWKHVHFUHWRIXQLYHUVH´ (TC _E_July2010). 
 
Despite the variation in the identities assumed by the focal participants as discussed 
above, there is a commonality about an important aspect: they have a vision of their 
future selves living in a future, imagined community. According to Norton (2001), 
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OHDUQLQJWUDMHFWRULHVFDQLQFOXGHFRPPXQLWLHVRIWKHLPDJLQDWLRQ³ZKDWFRXOGEHFDOOHG
LPDJLQHGFRPPXQLWLHV´WKDWWUDQVFHQGWLPHDQGVSDFHS7KXVDJHQF\DQG
investment are applicable not only in their current context but also in the future, imagined 
one. In other words, learners may be members of multiple communities: classroom, target 
language and imagined community. Four of the focal participants alluded to this imagined 
world quite extensively: SJW, SCC, QU and TC. 
 
At the end of the BC, in evaluating the task significance of the research project, SJW 
ZURWHWKLVLQKLVGLDU\³$VDZKROH,JRWDORWRIPHDQLQJIXODQGLQYDOXDEOHWKLQJV
through this experience, which must be beneficial to my later uQLYHUVLW\VWXGLHV´
(SJW_D_May2006). This reflection shows that he had his eye focused on the future when 
he would need certain language and research skills as an NUS undergraduate. His 
investments in his imagined community seemed to have paid off as SJW had done well 
enough in his UDP to be admitted to a direct PhD programme in Quantum Physics.  
 
For SCC, his imagined community went beyond the walls of NUS to the whole, wide 
world. In his face-to-face interview in his first year at NUS, he said: 
 
I think EQJOLVKLVZLGHO\XVHGQRZDQGLIZHGRQ¶WNQRZ(QJOLVKZHFDQ¶WWRXFKQHZ
knowledge, new informations, in the world [emphasis added], and besides, many 
inWHUHVWLQJWKLQJVDUHLQ(QJOLVK«if I learn English better, I can have more achievement in 
many aspects, like academic, business, and so on (SCC _F_November2006). 
 
His future ideal self in his imagined community is probably that of a high achiever in 
either the academic or business world. SCC enrolled in a PhD programme at John 
Hopkins University after graduating from NUS. Perhaps, that was his effort to achieve his 
IGHDO/VHOILQDQ³(QJOLVKVRFLHW\IXOORI(QJOLVKFXOWXUHDQGKLVWRU\´VRWKDW(QJOLVK
ZLOOEHFRPH³DQLQVWLQFWIURP>KLV@PLQG´ (SCC _E_July2010). 
 
Another high achiever and also PhD student in NUS, QU, was also concerned with her 
competence in English as reflected in her diary: she was frustrated that her speech gave 
away her national Chinese identity too quickly. Thus, she sought different methods 
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during the BC to approach a Standard English accent. The significance of her Ideal L2 
Self EHFDPHFOHDUHUZKHQVKHUHYHDOHGWKDWKHU³GUHDP´ZDVWRVWXG\LQDQ(QJOLVK-
speaking country like America and to become a research scientist; this was her imagined 
community. Her Ideal L2 Self had remained stable when she evaluated her English 
learning near her graduation: 
 
I think I am mid-ZD\EXWQRWYHU\IDUEHKLQGIURPQDWLYH(QJOLVKVSHDNHUV«KRZHQYLRXV
I was when I looked at those overseas Chinese on TV who could speak English 
IOXHQWO\«LWVHems so sudden that I become one of them (QU_E_July2010). 
 
It is appareQWWKHQ48¶VLPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\ZDs inhabited by native speakers and 
others who can speak English fluently. 
 
'XULQJWKH%&7&DOOXGHGWRKLVGHVLUHWR³WKLQNLQ(QJOLVKUDWKHUWKDQ&KLQHVH´DQGWR
XVH³OLYHYRFDEXODU\´LQKLVGLDU\ (TC_D_May2006). It might be his effort to make the 
FURVVLQJWREHFRPLQJD³UHDO´XVHURI(QJOLVK/DWHULQKLV8'3KHVHHPHGWRDOVRPRYH
towards an Ideal L2 Self with native speaker speech. This move towards an imagined 
community of native speakers became quite clear in his autobiography. During his SEP in 
the USA, his encounter with a newly-DUULYHG&KLQHVHZDLWHULQDUHVWDXUDQWZKRVSRNH³LQ
SHUIHFW$PHULFDQDFFHQW´PDGHKLPIHHO³WHUULEO\DVKDPHG´$IWer graduation, when he 
made telephone calls to rent a room, he was mistaken to be an Indian or a Frenchman. 
:KLOHKHZDVJODGWKDWKHZDV³JUDGXDOO\JHWWLQJULGRI&KLQHVHDFFHQW´KHVWUHssed that 
KHZDVQRW³LQGHQLDO of his race, nationality or identity´+HZURWH³,IHHOSURXGRIEHLQJ
&KLQHVHIRUZHDUHGLOLJHQWSHRSOH´%XWKHHODERUDWHGWKXV³«ZHZLOOEHEHWWHURIILI
ZHFDQVSHDN6WDQGDUG(QJOLVK«2QHGD\,EHOLHYH,ZLOOKHDUIURPWKHRWKHUHQGRI
WKHOLQHµ,WKRXJK>W@\RXZHUHIURP86¶´(TC _A_September2010). That waV7&¶V
vision of himself in his future, imagined community. 
 
Thus, the learners in the study went through various transitions in their learner identity in 
their new L2 context in NUS. However, they had the common characteristic of looking to 
a future imagined community from which they also derived their identity, whether it is a 
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successful graduate, a high flyer in the academic or business world, a research scientist in 
an Anglophone country or a Chinese who speaks with an American accent.  
 
5.2.2 Agency and Investment 
 
All the participants demonstrated agency in the management of their learning journey as 
well as investment in terms of time, effort and strategy. In the paragraphs below, I will 
highlight how the learners displayed their agency and investment, often in admirable 
ways.  
 
Let us begin with two participants, RYP and QC, who did not allude much to the 
investment of time, effort and strategy in their diaries or interviews. They were the same 
participants who preferred a natural approach in the choice of learning and practising 
strategies. Yet, they too showed a certain degree of agency and investment in what they 
GLG5<3WRRNDQDFWLYHSDUWLQWKHGHEDWHVDQGVHHPHGWRUHYHOLQKLVVXFFHVV³«ZHORVW
EXWP\IULHQGVVDLG,GLGTXLWHZHOO´%XWLWZDVDFWXDOO\TXLWHXQH[SHFWHGRIKLPDV
VKRZQE\KLVUHPDUNVDERXWKLVRZQDQGKLVPRWKHU¶VUHDFWLRQV 
 
I never think I would speak in front of so many people. I joined the debate and my mother 
ZDVVXUSULVHG6KHVDLGµ2K\RXWRRNSDUWLQWKHGHEDWH"¶%HFDXVH,OLNHWRNHHSTXLHWRU
only speak when necessary (RYP _F_November2006). 
 
This out-of-character engagement demonstrates the agency and investment on 5<3¶VSDUW
when he became inspired by a certain activity.  
 
For QC, his agency was mostly seen through his resistance to what he was not interested 
in and his investment mostly shown through his efforts on what interested him. He 
resisted the methodology of his senior middle school English teacher, Mrs Z, because she 
WDXJKWLQ(QJOLVKDQGHPSKDVLVHGJUDPPDU+HZURWHLQKLVGLDU\³%HFDXVH,FRXOGQRW
follow her English and I had got the viewpoint that grammar is not vital for English 
OHDUQLQJ«,JDYHXSWROLVWHQWRKHUOHVVRQV´ (QC_D_March2006). QC
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detailed explanation of how he decided on his investment which made me think of him as 
the proverbial free spirit; he followed mostly his heart in his choices:  
 
I am keenly aware that i am weaker in spoken English than in written English, so i am 
trying to persuade myself to make full use of every opportunity to practise my spoken 
English. My perception, which i follow to deal with almost everything, resisted the topics i 
was not interested. There are only two alternatives for me:try my best to do the assignment 
or do not write it at all. I do not like go through the motions. (QC_D_March2006). 
 
Turning now to SJW, during the BC, when the SM3 students were housed in the same 
hostel arranged by MOE, he suggested to his roommates to speak in English from 8 to 10 
nightly WR³FUHDWHVRPHFKDQFHVWRSUDFWLFH´Rutside of the classroom 
(SJW_D_February2006). There was clearly agency and investment as shown by this 
effort. He also exercised agency when he decided that collaborated learning could be a 
VLJQLILFDQWKHOSLQOHDUQLQJ³,DOVROHDUQHGWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIFRRSHUDWLRQWKRURXJKO\
What one person can not do, maybe two or more people can´(SJW_D_May2006). 
Moreover, he continued to invest his time in strategies that he preferred. Referring to the 
Self English Learning Facility (SELF) of CELC, he said³$K6(/),FDQFKRRVHZKDW,
OLNHZKDW,GLVOLNH´ (SJW _F_November2006). SJW also displayed his agency and his 
investment in his future identity; he revealed in the email interview that he planned for his 
future postgraduate studies, while still in his UDP, by preparing for GRE and TOEFL 
(SJW _E_July2010). 
 
SCC, in his diary, revealed that it was his mother who started him on his English learning 
journey by engaging a tutor to help him catch up with what he missed in school. He 
responded by studying hard. However, the first instance of his own agency and 
investment was demonstrated after he was praised by his junior middle school teacher: 
³)URPWKHQRQ,GLGQHDUO\SHUIHFWLQKHUFODVV«´+HGLGQRWOHWXSLQWHUPVRIWLPH
effort and strategy since that time: 
 
I insist [persist in] the habit of reciting English words and phrases from junior school to 
senior school and gradually my mother no longer checked me. «Sometimes words are not 
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so east [easy] to recite so I had to face the words for several times before totally 
acquainting with them (SCC_D_March2006). 
 
+DYLQJFDXJKWKLVPRWKHU¶VYLVLRQRI(QJOLVK¶VVLJQLILFDQW role in the world and in his 
future life, SCC was willing to work relentlessly in his chosen strategy of vocabulary 
memorising. He brought to the BC two dictionaries for CET4 and CET6 and read ten 
pages each day for half to one hour before class. By mid-course, he had mastered most 
words for CET6 and started on TOEFL vocabulary. This was remarkable agency and 
investment given his persistent, daily efforts. 
 
Yet another learner who revealed a heightened sense of agency and a substantial amount 
of investment was QU. Even while in China, she was willing to expend time, effort and 
money on the Harry Potter series, and on NOS classes. She was exceptionally diligent in 
preparing for Gaokao: she did five reading exercises a day versus the norm of two for 
other students. 
 
During the BC, she invested much time and energy in her tasks. For the Oral report, she 
pondered over the task demands before deciding on the best way to present her content. 
On her own, she used radio broadcasts, CDs, computer software and reading texts daily to 
KHOSKHUPHPRULVHZRUGV6KHIHOWVKHKDGWRWDNHDFWLRQRUVKHPLJKW³ZDVWHWKHZKROH
FRXUVH´(QU_F_November2006). This sense of agency was followed by investment 
which provided her with the additional practice she aimed at. In seeking different 
methods to acquire an accent close to Standard English, she made huge investments in 
WLPHDQGHIIRUW³%XWDOOWKHSDLQVDUHZRUWKZKLOHLI,FDQVSHDNPRUHQDWXUDOO\´
(QU_D_May2006). Agency and investment were shown in her response to each L2 
context, whether it was in China or in NUS. By the end of her UDP, QU had become a 
confident communicator not bound by concerns with grammatical correctness nor her fear 
of losing face. 
 
SQ, also demonstrated considerable agency and investment in her efforts to achieve her 
goals and to develop her new identity as an ESL speaker. Already in her first diary entry, 
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she reflected her agency in asking strangers for directions and successfully accomplished 
her task in a print shop. She later reflected on how she could make full use of 
opportunities presented by her ongoing, informal L2 learning context. Her agency was 
underscored by the assertion when boredom set in durLQJWKH%&³,FDQGRVRPHWKLQJWR
make it [her life] interesting, meaningful and even wonderful! I have seen the bright side 
RIP\SUHVHQWOLIH,ILQGWKDWLWLVZRUWKOLYLQJ´(SQ_D_April2006). SQ was also an 
independent learner who preferred autonomy which also demonstrated her agency³,
SUHIHUWROHDUQRQP\RZQ«,ZRXOGOLNHWRGHFLGHZKDWWROHDUQDQGKRZWROHDUQ´  
(SQ _F_November2006). 
 
Though unassertive by nature and diffident in demeanour, TC strove hard daily to 
maintain his junior middle VFKRROFODVVSRVLWLRQDV³WKHEHVW´ student in recitation 
(TC_D_February2006). That was an early demonstration of his agency and 
determination. During the BC, he first surprised me with his agency and investment by 
taking an active part in the debates. Yet another trait that was unexpected was the 
autonomy he preferred in managing his learning when given the choice. He valued 
independence and enjoyed help and collaboration only when group work was well-
organised and focused, with all members doing their part.  
 
Around the end of his UDP, TC showed that he had been mulling over the questions of 
motivation-investment, agency-significance in English learning for some time: 
 
,KDYHPHW35&VWXGHQWVIURPSUHYLRXVEDWFKHV«,VHHSHRSOHIURPP\RZQEDWFK«
evolved into different levels of English. We receive similar education but get different 
results. So I ask what make the difference. It is almost always true that those who do well 
are proactive and dedicated. I figure that down to fundamental, they have been motivated to 
enter the doors by themselves (TC _E_July2010). 
 
7KLVWDNLQJWKRXJKWLWVHOIUHYHDOV7&¶VDJHQF\DQGLQYHVWPHQWLQ(QJOLVKDQGLQKLVRZQ
identity. He had transited from being initially a learner and user, to becoming a deep 
thinker.  
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5.2.3 Empowerment 
 
As mentioned by RYP, the seven participants were among their cohort of privileged SM3 
scholars, with a proven record of academic prowess evidenced by Gaokao results and 
admission to the top universities in China. In NUS, many of the SM3 and SM2 scholars 
regularly makHLWWRWKH'HDQV¶/LVWRIWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHIDFXOWLHVRUVFKRROV7KXVmore 
likely than not, they are looked up to by their fellow students. In terms of ethnicity and 
language, these scholars are of Chinese descent and bilingual in English and Chinese, 
which is a close parallel to the ethnic and linguistic profile of most local students. Thus, 
there are theoretically no concerns for these scholars about the issue of power in language 
learning as discussed in Norton (2000).  
 
However, the data reveal the fact that the participants did concern themselves with the 
LVVXHRIHPSRZHUPHQWPRVWO\DERXWVSHDNLQJ³IUHHO\´<HW,perceive from the same 
data that this empowerment was as much a function of their own courage as that of the 
rights granted by others. In their first year in NUS, some of the participants had alluded, 
in their diary or the face-to-face interview, to a sense of shame for not speaking English 
well enough according to their own perception. They also reflected their frustration at the 
lack of opportunity to speak English with the local community who often responded to 
them in Chinese. However, during their UDP, there was no lack of opportunities in the 
course of their daily engagement with the curriculum or the community. Eventually, most 
RIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVIHOWHPSRZHUHGE\WKHPVHOYHVDQGE\RWKHUVWRVSHDN³IUHHO\´/HWXV
now hear how they themselves expressed this transition in their learning journey. 
 
RYP sWDUWHGWKH%&ZLWKWKHLGHQWLW\RID³JX\´ZKRZDVXVHGWRWKLQNLQJLQ³FRPSXWHU
ORJLF´VRVSHDNLQJDWDQ\OHQJWK GXULQJWKH%&ZDV³YHU\FKDOOHQJLQJ´IRUKLP.  From 
this self-OLPLWDWLRQKRZHYHUKHSURJUHVVHGWRWKHSRLQWZKHQKHFRXOG³FRPPXQLFDWH
with SHRSOHIUHHO\QRVKDPHGXHWRPLVWDNHV´2YHUFRPLQJWKHSUHYLRXVVHQVHRILGHQWLW\
as a UHWLFHQW³JX\´DQGRIVKDPHRYHUKLV³LPSHUIHFW´(QJOLVK5<3KDGOHDUQWZKDWVHOI-
empowerment was about (RYP _E_July2010). This was a huge transition. 
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QC, on the other hand, had started with a strong Chinese cultural identity. He mentioned 
KLVFRQFHUQGXULQJWKH%&³,WKLQN,ZDVQRWYHU\FRQILGHQWWRVSHDN(QJOLVK,ZDV
DOZD\VZRUU\WKDWSHRSOHPD\ODXJKDWPHEHFDXVHRIP\KHDY\&KLQHVHDFFHQW´%XWE\
the time of his graduation when he responded to the exit email interview, he could speak 
(QJOLVK³IUHHO\´What or who had empowered him? First, it was a change in his mindset: 
³,UHDOL]HGWKDWODQJXDJHLVMXVWDWRROIRUFRPPXQLFDWLRQDVORQJDV\RXFDQPDNH
yourself understood, it does not matter whether the sentence has correct grammar or not, 
HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQZHDUHWDONLQJDERXWVSRNHQ(QJOLVK´6HFRQGO\LWZDVDJDLQWKH
RSSRUWXQLWLHVRIIHUHGE\WKH186OHDUQLQJFRQWH[WDQGPDGHIXOOXVHRI³,WRRNXSDORW
of CCAs during the first two years university life when I was staying in hall. I think this 
helped me a lot to make this change happen´(QC _E_July2010). The above explanation 
KDGWRGRPRUHZLWK4&¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHFRPPXQLW\WKDQZLWKFXUULFXOXP
However, the latter did contribute significantly to his empowerment later during his 
internship: 
 
My internship helps me a lot. The job requires me to communicate with various vendors 
and contractors. At the beginning though I was not very confident to talk with them, I had 
to. After some time, I felt comfortable to talk to them and was able to communicate with 
them freely (QC _E_July2010). 
 
4&KDGFRPHDORQJZD\IURPEHLQJWUDSSHGLQKLV³KHDY\&KLQHVHDFFHQW´WRIHHOLQJ
free to communicate in English. What a sea change for this learner who said in his 
IUHVKPDQ\HDU³,FDQQRWRUGRQ¶WZDQWWRDFFHSWWKHFXOWXUHRI(QJOLVKVR,IRXQGP\VHOI
GLIILFXOWWR«OHDUQ(QJOLVKYHU\IXUWKHURUSURIRXQG´(QC_F_November2006). That is the 
beauty of self-empowerment and other-empowerment. 
 
During his SEP, 6-:HQMR\HGWKH³IUHHDQGRSHQ´DFDGHPLFFXOWXUHDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI
California at Santa Barbara during his Student Exchange Programme (SEP). It was 
liberating and empowering for him to interact frequently with both peers and faculty. For 
his Final Year Project (FYP), he could communicate with his German supervisor only in 
(QJOLVK$QGEHFDXVHWKHSURIHVVRUZDV³YHU\QLFH´DQGDFFRPPRGDWHG6-:¶V³EDG
(QJOLVK´KHIHOWHPSRZHUHGWRVSHDN³DORW´DQGWKXVKLV(QJOLVK³LPSURYHGQDWXUDOO\´  
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(SJW _E_July2010). :KDWDFRQWUDVWWRWKHHDUO\GLDU\HQWU\ZKHQKH³IHOWYRLGDQG
SRZHUOHVV´RYHUKLVOHDUQLQJ (SJW_D_March2006). This was a very substantial transition 
for SJW in empowerment. 
 
Another SEP participant, QU confessed in the exit email interview that her speaking and 
ZULWLQJZHUHEHORZKHURZQH[SHFWDWLRQVDWWKHVWDUWRIWKH%&³,KDGWURXEOH
communicating confidently and fluently.´%XWRYHUQHDUO\ILYH\HDUVVKHKDGLPSURYHG
³DORW´LQKHUWZLQFRQFHUQVRIYRFDEXODU\DQG³WKHFRQILGHQFHWRVSHDNRXW´7KHIHDU
and shame of speaking English to strangers in public, which she had recorded in her diary 
VHHPHGWRKDYHHYDSRUDWHG³,DPQRWDIUDLGRIWDONLQJZLWK(QJOLVKVSHDNHUVDQGLQVWHDG
I feel I enjoy doing sR´6KHYROXQWHHUHGWKLVH[SODQDWLRQIRUWKHHPSRZHUPHQWVKH
H[SHULHQFHG³,KDGRSSRUWXQLW\WRVSHDN(QJOLVKHYHryday. Practice makes progress´
(QU_E_July2010). She then recalled the significant phases in her learning journey where 
the progress had taken place: 
 
During the bridging course, I had many chances to speak in front of the whole class. It 
greatly helped build my confidence and courage. The overseas experience during SEP 
further helped me. With all native speakers around, I was forced to speak English more 
frequently and to be influenced by their accents and tones. In NUS, I also had many lab 
meetings to discuss problems with professors and lab mates individually or to present my 
results to the whole group (QU_E_July2010). 
 
Thus, as much as she was empowered by the opportunities offered to her by the 
curriculum and the community, QU also empowered herself by seizing the opportunities 
in her learning context. 
 
64¶VH[SHULHQFHVHHPHGVLPLODUIRUVKHHYDOXDWHGKHUSURJUHVVDVEHLQJDEOHWRXVH
English ³IUHHO\LQZULWLQJDQGVSHDNLQJIRUPDW´)RUH[DPSOHVKHFRXOG³HDVLO\ZULWHDQ
DFDGHPLFUHSRUWRUGRDSUHVHQWDWLRQ´ Her explanation also touches on the opportunities 
DIIRUGHGE\WKHFXUULFXOXP³<HVEHFDXVHZHGHDOZLWKDFDGHPLF(QJOLVKHYHU\day, I get 
very familiar with it´(SQ_E_July2010). Thus, the NUS learning context was an 
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empowering one  for SQ while she also contributed to her own empowerment by 
exploiting all the resources available to her. 
 
As for TC, the empowerment he mentioned in the data had to do more with reading, 
OLVWHQLQJDQGWKLQNLQJWKDQZLWKVSHDNLQJ³1RZ,DPSURILFLHQWLQ(QJOLVKUHDGLQJDQG
OLVWHQLQJDQGHYHQQDWXUDOO\WKLQNLQ(QJOLVK´(TC_E_July2010). The explanation he gave 
was this proficiency was the effort he made in relation to his identity as a Physics student: 
 
I do philosophy and study the history of science in attempt to discover the secret of 
universe. And that motivated me to read a lot of philosophy and history books. And in the 
period of intense reading, I could really feel the improvement of my English language 
(TC_E_July2010). 
 
Thus, it was apparent that the curriculum of the NUS context and his agency had 
contributed to his empowerment. TC is a deep thinker and among the matters he pondered 
was the disparity in English proficiency among the SM3 scholars. Furthermore, he linked 
the evidence he saw ZLWKWKHZLVGRPRI&RQIXFLXVLQWKLVPD[LP³7HDFKHUVRSHQWKH
GRRUEXW\RXKDYHWRHQWHUE\\RXUVHOI´+HSRVWXODted this possible explanation: those 
ZKRZHUHVXFFHVVIXOKDGEHHQ³proactive and dedicated´DQGXOWLPDWHO\WKHVHPRWLYDWHG
learners themselves had to seize the opportunities in order to achieve their success 
(TC_E_July2010). And here in a nutshell are the twin truths of empowerment as distilled 
WKURXJK7&¶VUHIOHFWLRQWKHRSSRUWXQLWLHVRIIHUHGE\RWKHUVDQGRQH¶VFRQWH[WDUHRQO\
good when one exercises agency and makes the necessary investment. Thus, the 
framework of identity, investment and agency, together with empowerment, offered a 
useful lens to study the learner traits of the focal participants and the transitions they 
made during their sojourn in NUS. 
 
5.3 Summing Up 
 
Based on the data, it can be surmised that through the process of telling me about their 
learning journeys, the learners were also making sense of their life and I believe that they 
emerged with a clearer picture of their place in the larger scheme of things, whether, 
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socio-cultural, academic or linguistic. My wish for them is that this clearer perspective 
will help them with their ongoing journey as language learners.  
 
For the reader and myself, who have been following their learning journeys, let us keep in 
view a holistic picture of the participants and of the study. First, I remind myself that the 
participants are unique individuals and not just an amalgam of learner characteristics 
undergoing transition. Secondly, though we analysed the seven case studies through the 
separate themes of TCCL, NUS learning context, motivation, beliefs, strategies, affective 
dimension, and identity, agency and investment to tease out the commonalities in their 
learner characteristics, we need to remember that within their shared socio-cultural 
context each focal participant has his or her own socio-cultural history and personality. 
This is important to note so that we do not lose sight of the richness of the case studies. 
Thirdly, the themes are not mutually exclusive, tight compartments. In fact, they are 
interconnected and act upon one another dynamically.  
 
Let us take one learner as an illustration. Even in his first socio-cultural and academic 
context, TCCL, SCC was motivated to learn English well because he believed that English 
was important for his future; it would become a major lingua franca in the world 
according to his mother. She was a significant adult who set him on and nudged him 
along in his learning journey in his younger days. Her expectation for him to eventually 
study in a university in the West probably contributed to the shaping of his Ought-to Self. 
He also perceived his Ideal L2 Self to be fluent in spoken English and masterful in the 
written form and worked towards his identity as a member of his imagined community. At 
the same time, the praise by his English teacher in junior middle school affected him 
positively so that he exercised his agency WRGRH[FHOOHQWO\IURPWKHQLQWKLVWHDFKHU¶V
class. Furthermore, reaching senior middle school, he invested time, effort and money in 
purchasing dictionaries and memorising the vocabulary in them every day, enrolling in 
NOS and taking the tests for CET4, IELTS and TOEFL. Thus, he employed strategies 
associated with TCCL; however, he also adapted them to achieve his own goals 
especially after he arrived in his new, L2 learning context in NUS. The L2 learning 
experience did have a formative influence on his learning journey; he reflected that he 
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was surrounded by English and it was very useful for his life. As he moved to John 
Hopkins University in the USA after completing his UDP in NUS, he seemed to reveal a 
GHVLUHWRKDYH(QJOLVKEHFRPHDSDUWRIKLP³DQLQVWLQFW´IURPKLVPLQGDQGQRWMXVW³D
WRRO´LQKLVKDQG The above italicized words/phrases are meant to draw attention to the 
themes and sub-themes presented in this chapter. 
 
To sum up the findings on the seven PRC students, Figure 5.2 is used to depict the 
interconnectedness of the different learner characteristics and their related transitions for 
the participants. It comprises four interconnected circles representing the themes acting 
dynamically together leading to the transitions experienced by the learners as they moved 
from the TCCL context to the NUS learning context. Working out from this transition in 
their macro, socio-cultural and academic situations, the learners also underwent 
transitions in the micro aspects of their learning journeys. While they could not escape the 
imprint of TCCL, given that they were socialised early into this culture of learning, the 
participants also displayed traits that were uncharacteristic of TCCL. For example, even 
while in China, many of them were active learners who reflected on their learning and 
took steps to achieve their learning goals. Entering a new L2 learning context when they 
joined NUS, they began a different phase in their learning journeys during the BC and 
continued in their UDP to experience certain transitions in their cognition and actions as 
well as in their affective domain and identity. Though not everything changed for these 
learners during their BC and UDP, there were some significant transitions in their 
motivation, beliefs and strategies, emotions and sense of identity. In the next chapter, we 
will go on to discuss the implications of these findings from the analysis of the multiple-
case studies. 
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Figure 5.2: Interconnection of Learner Characteristics and Transitions 
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Chapter 6: DISCUSSION AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS  
 
In teaching batch after batch of PRC SM2/3 students, I came to see these students as 
learners in transition who had to adapt to new contexts in a short space of time. Among 
these contextual factors, the most apparent were geographic, socio-cultural, academic and 
linguistic. As one of their teachers in the Intensive English Course, popularly known as 
the Bridging Course (BC), I was interested in helping them transit, especially 
linguistically and academically, from an EFL to an ESL situation. In fact, with the 
globalisation of English, these students would need to adapt increasingly to an English as 
an International English (EIL) context. In essence, this doctorate project was the natural 
extension of my effort to understand my PRC students and their needs, as they journeyed 
through the BC, and to support them in the transitions they were making. I also hoped 
that my project would benefit colleagues engaged in the same endeavour of teaching PRC 
and other EFL students. Initially, I had planned to collect data from my 2006 SM3 
students only during their first year in NUS. Unexpectedly, due to my health issues and 
subsequent medical leave, the project grew to cover the duration of their Undergraduate 
Degree Programme (UDP), as I also collected data during their graduating semester. 
What had seemed an unfortunate circumstance had turned out to be an advantage that 
afforded a longitudinal and richer picture of this group of learners and their learning 
journey through NUS. 
 
The research questions (RQs) I have sought to answer are:  
3. What are some key learner characteristics of PRC students and what transitions, if 
any, do they make in their English learning journey as a result of studying in 
NUS?  
4. What pedagogical implications can I draw from the findings?  
 
By learner FKDUDFWHULVWLFV,UHIHUWRWKHVWXGHQWV¶DWWULEXWHVFRQFHSWXDOLsations and 
actions, specifically, motivation, beliefs, learning strategies, affective dimension and 
social identities (Larsen-Freeman, 2001). My particular interest in these characteristics 
arose from my observations of the successive batches of PRC students who joined the 
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SM2 and SM3 programmes. Readings in the literature on this learner group also brought 
up issues related to these characteristics.  Moreover, I observed changes over time among 
these students, both in the abovementioned characteristics and in their sense of their 
proficiency and comfort level in using English. I became curious about what 
characteristics these learners brought with them from their previous learning context in 
China, what transitions these characteristics would undergo in their new context in NUS, 
and how an understanding of these characteristics and transitions could inform the 
pedagogy of their teachers. Thus, my research project sought to answer these questions. 
,Q54WKHWUDQVLWLRQVUHIHUWRWKHFKDQJHVLQWHUPVRIWKHVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHU
characteristics as well as in their perceptions of their competence and confidence in 
English. With reference to RQ2, I hope to draw implications that will inform and enrich 
the pedagogy of myself and colleagues engaged in teaching PRC students in higher 
education. 
 
During the study, I explored the following seven themes which had been distilled through 
WKHOLWHUDWXUHP\GHFDGH¶VH[SHULHQFHLQWHDFKLQJand researching PRC students, and 
eventually the analysis of the data from the 2006 SM3 cohort  
 
1. TCCL 
2. NUS Learning Context 
3. Motivation 
4. Beliefs 
5. Strategies 
6. Affective Domain 
7. Identity, Agency and Investment 
 
The analysis of the data according to these seven themes was presented in Chapters 3, 4 
and 5. In the present Discussion and Implications chapter, I will summarise and discuss 
the key findings on learner characteristics and transitions of the focal participants in 
Section 6.1, presenting the most interesting findings, from 6.1.1 to 6.1.5. The pedagogical 
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implications arising from these findings will be presented in Section 6.2 according to the 
following order:  
 
6.2.1 Equipping the Teacher and the Learner 
6.2.2 Designing and Handling Tasks: An Example 
 
6. 1 Discussion of Learner Characteristics and Transitions  
 
6.1.1 Culture: Foundational but Not All-encompassing 
 
The findings of the present qualitative study on seven focal participants indicate that 
culture does matter though it cannot explain all the learner characteristics of these 
participants. The students in these seven case studies attest to and display some 
characteristics described in the traditional Chinese culture of learning (TCCL). However, 
these PRC learners also embrace and embody some characteristics unlike those associated 
with TCCL: they are active learners with a strong propensity to change and grow.  
 
The study began by exploring the context that is often associated with the Chinese 
learners in the literature, namely, TCCL. Cortazzi and -LQXVHGWKHWHUP³FXOWXUH
RIOHDUQLQJ´WRUHIHUWRDVHWRIH[SHFWDWLRQVDWWLWXGHVEHOLHIVYDOXHVSHUFHSWLRQV
preferences, and behaviours thought to be characteristic of society, in this case Chinese 
society, with regard to teaching and learning. The socialisation into TCCL begins early in 
childhood and the influence continues even into tertiary education (p. 169).  Moreover, 
WKLV³KLJKO\LQIOXHQWLDO&KLQHVHFXOWXUHRIOHDUQLQJDODQJXDJH´VWUHVVHVWKHPDVWHU\RI
knowledge from two fundamental sources, the teacher and the textbook (Jin & Cortazzi, 
$FKLHYHPHQWRIOHDUQLQJLVHIIHFWHGWKURXJK³GHGLFDWLRQDQGKDUGZRUNWKURXJK
FORVHDWWHQWLRQWRWH[WVDQGPHPRULVDWLRQRIYRFDEXODU\´S7&&/WKXVUHVXOWVLQ
learners who may appear to :HVWHUQWHDFKHUVDVµVK\¶DQGµSDVVLYH¶S7KHVHWZR
ZULWHUV¶ZRUNVZHUHHFKRHGE\PRUHUHFHQWZULWLQJVRI5DR)XVKHQJDQG
Rao (2007), Li (2007) and Gu (2010a; 2010b).   
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In their diaries, interviews and the sole autobiography, the participants of the present 
VWXG\FRQILUPHG7&&/¶VSUHYDOHQFHLQDQGLPSDFWRQWKHLURZQDFDGHPLFH[SHULHQFHEXW
at the same time they also showed that they were active learners deeply involved in their 
English learning. The focal participants commented on various aspects of TCCL, 
especially the exam-driven and teacher-centred teaching-learning, the belief in effort for 
achievement, the memorisation of vocabulary, the reciting of texts. However, the focal 
participants themselves were not cookie-cutter images of the TCCL learner as portrayed 
in the literature. While these learners emphasised that they need to increase effort for 
achievement and expand vocabulary for proficiency, they were far from being passive 
students. Even those among the seven with a quiet demeanour were active, even pro-
active, in their quests to improve their English proficiency by their preferred approach 
and strategy. They reminded me of ducks paddling furiously beneath the water while 
seemingly gliding effortlessly on its surface. The participants came from a TCCL 
background but unlike the passive learners depicted in the literature, they actively chose 
how to go about their learning, adapting and developing as learners in the process. They 
also evaluated the curriculum and explored new strategies 
 
What accounts for the disparity with literature? I can see two possible reasons. First, in 
this study, the participants had been given the opportunity through the diaries and 
interviews to reflect and to voice their thoughts. In their previous context, on the other 
hand, it was unlikely that they had such an opportunity, given the large classes and exam-
oriented learning culture. It might thus appear that the PRC students were passive in 
earlier studies. This possibility may be inferred from the face-to-face interview given by 
6-:³«ZHKDYHIHZFKDQFHVWRVSHDNEXWKHUHLQ186ZHKDYHPRUHFKDQFHVWR
VSHDNWRRXUWHDFKHUVRXUIULHQGVDQGVRLW¶VYHU\JRRG´6-:B)B1RYHPEHU 
 
6HFRQGO\WKLVVWXG\¶VSDUWLFLSDQWVZHUHFDQGLGLQH[SUHVVLQJWKHLUDFWLYHVWDQFHSUREDEO\
also because of the positive teacher-student relationship they shared with me. They 
probably felt that I understood them from our prior interactions. That could have given 
them the assurance that they could be candid about their opinions regarding their learning 
and the curriculum. That frankness thus allowed me to learn about their active stance. I 
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UHFDOOHG3URIHVVRU+XJKHV¶FRPPHQWWKDWWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVZHUHYHU\RSen with me when 
she first read excerpts of the diaries. The above have implications for pedagogy, that it is 
possible to help students to be open in expressing their views and to leverage on being 
actively engaged with their own learning.  
 
If these learners from a TCCL context were already active learners at the beginning of the 
BC, what were they like by the time they graduated from NUS? In his email interview, 
QC summarised what might be a typical transition for these students: the overarching 
change was confidence.  Their beliefs about learning a language had also evolved beyond 
vocabulary and sentence level grammar to a broader view of the purpose of 
communication. 
 
,QP\ILQGLQJVDERYH,ILQGDSDUDOOHOLQ6KL¶VTXHVWLRQQDLUHVWXG\RI6KDQJKDi 
junior and senior middle school students. The results debunked the view that Chinese 
students are passive, submissive or lacking in critical thinking. However, the data also 
\LHOGHG³ROG´OHDUQHUEHOLHIVGHSLFWHGLQSUHYLRXVVWXGLHVRQ7&&/DQGH[DPVUHPain the 
paramount motivation for studying English. Good teachers should be knowledgeable and 
help students pass exams while good students should be characterised by perseverance 
and diligence. Thus, both TCCL and non-TCCL characteristics present in the data give a 
³PL[HG´SLFWXUHRIWKHOHDUQHUVVXUYH\HG6KL¶VVWXG\PD\UHIOHFWWKHFKDQJLQJIDFHRI
ELT in China, especially in the bigger Chinese metropolises.  
 
)RUWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\ZKDWFRXOGDFFRXQWIRUWKHVHYHQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶PL[HGSLFWXUHRI
TCCL and non-TCCL learner characteristics? There could be two main factors among 
PDQ\SRVVLELOLWLHV)LUVW6-:6&&5<348644&DQG7&ZHUHDOO³SURGXFWV´RI
their situated historical and cultural contexts. Their learner characteristics had been 
shaped by TCCL as they progressed through their socio-cultural context and the 
prevailing school system. Thus, they still carried the imprint of TCCL such as the 
emphases on vocabulary learning and on effort for achievement. On the other hand, there 
was reflection and deep learning going on (Biggs, 1996) so that they evaluated TCCL and 
at times chose other ways of learning beneath the surface of conformity to the prevailing 
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learning culture. Secondly, being in a new, L2 learning context in NUS, they became 
increasingly exposed to different learning cultures and were prompted to explore other 
ways to learn. For example, SQ embarked on learning English and content together and 
sought RSSRUWXQLWLHVWRSUDFWLVHVSHDNLQJZLWK³VWUDQJHUV´LQWKH186FRPPXQLW\7&
immersed himself in literature on the philosophy and history of science, which led him 
³WRWKLQNLQJLQ(QJOLVK´7KXVWKHDQDO\VLVRIWKLVIDFHWSUHVHQWHGDSLFWXUHRIWKH35&
learner that is not as an express image of the TCCL learner portrayed in the literature. 
Moreover, as they adapted to their new, L2 learning context in NUS, there were 
transitions which I will elaborate on in the following sections. As will be discussed, 
culture and context influence beliefs, which in turn drive strategies; motivation and 
investment in identity; and finally the trajectory of emotions. 
 
6.1.2 The NUS Learning Context: Opportunities and Empowerment 
 
The L2 learning context in NUS, in terms of both curriculum and community, the present 
study shows, has influenced the learning journey of the seven case study participants such 
that their competence and confidence, beliefs and strategies, motivation and identity, and 
affective domain, had all undergone changes to varying degrees. The different phases in 
the curriculum and their related communities provided opportunities and empowerment 
for learning, hence leading to development along new paths of learning.  
 
The NUS L2 context that the seven learners experienced, which was a combination of 
curriculum and community, had a significant and positive impact on their proficiency and 
confidence. The curriculum took the case study participants through the Bridging Course 
(BC), Undergraduate Degree Programme (UDP), Student Exchange Programme (SEP) or 
Internship Programme (IP), and Final Year Project (FYP), where they found themselves 
in diverse situations where English was used: lectures, tutorials, seminars, laboratory 
sessions, online forums, formal/informal discussions, group projects, presentations, 
reports and exams. All these situations in turn provided new pathways, and hence 
opportunities for learning and practising English for these students. Besides the academic 
context, each phase of the curriculum also means a new community, whether it was in a 
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hall of residence, student exchange university, project group or internship host 
organization or clients.  
 
The students were thus immersed in the curriculum and related communities in every 
phase of their UDP. More importantly, they were empowered to interact as equals among 
their peers. For some of them, even their professors, who were their social and academic 
³VXSHULRUV´ZHUHYHU\DFFRPPRGDWLQJDQGKHOSHGWKHPDlong the way, as in the case of 
SJW. Moreover, these students created opportunities for themselves. SCC advised an 
imaginary junior to communicate more with professors and peers outside of class while   
QU adopted a slightly another strategy by making friends with international students from 
other nationalities. 
 
The exit email interviews indicated that the students experienced a huge transition in 
competence and confidence as a result of following the curriculum and living in 
community in the L2 NUS learning context over nearly five years. This is significant for 
teachers, curriculum designers and the institution itself to have some inkling that our 
efforts do make a positive difference to this group of learners despite their socio-cultural 
and academic background. We can thus draw pedagogical implications from this 
foundational premise to refine all teaching strategies and curricular designs. Besides the 
transition in their sense of competence and confidence, there were also developments in 
terms of the leaUQHUV¶EHOLHIVVWUDWHJLHVPRWLYDWLRQDQGVRFLDOLGHQWLWLHVDQGDIIHFWLYH
dimension. Their learner characteristics in these five areas and their transitions will be 
discussed in sub-sections 6.1.3 to 6.1.5 below. 
 
6.1.3 Beliefs and Strategies: Enlarging the Vision and Fueling the Action 
 
In the data they presented for this study, all the seven focal participants displayed the 
characteristic that they held firm, though not fixed, beliefs about learning at the beginning 
of their learning journey in NUS. The beliefs that appeared to be most frequently 
mentioned among the seven were those related to effort, vocabulary, grammar, and the 
nature of language learning and communication. In addition, the data also reflected what 
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had changed and ZKDWKDGUHPDLQHGFRQVWDQWLQWKHOHDUQHUV¶EHOLHIV7KHEHOLHILQHIIRUW
had stayed firm between the time they joined the BC and the time they completed their 
UDP. On the other hand, their beliefs about vocabulary, grammar and the nature of 
language learning and communication had undergone certain changes during the course 
of their UDP. There was a broadening of perspective so that they focused less and less on 
the individual aspects of vocabulary and grammar and increasingly on communication 
itself and discourse purposes.  
 
All the participants believed that effort was necessary to attain the goal of improving their 
English proficiency and this belief was reflected in the diary entries and face-to-face 
interviews in their first year in NUS. This belief was also borne out in their willingness to 
invest time and resources, take action and explore strategies to reach their Ideal L2 selves. 
7KHIRFDOSDUWLFLSDQWV¶EHOLHILQHIIRUWZDVXQZDYHULQJWKURXJKWKHLUQHZOHDUQLQJFRQWH[W
in NUS and even towards the end of their journey. This is no surprise to me for that belief 
is rooted in Chinese culture itself and enshrined in Chinese proverbs like ³VKDR]KXDQJEX
QXOLODRGDWXVKDQJEHL´ (if one does not exert oneself in youth, one will regret it in old 
age). Along with that proverb and similar ones I learnt as a primary school student, I had 
lived with the ethos embodied in them ever since. It was interesting to note that, in his 
book Outliers, bestselling author Gladwell (2008) cited historian Arkush (1984) on 
Chinese proverbs to underscore his point that hard work is ingrained in the Chinese 
SV\FKH7KHVHVD\LQJVDFFRUGLQJWR*ODGZHOO³DUHVWULNLQJLQWKHLUEHOLHIWKDWµKDUGZRUN
shrewd planning and self-reliance or cooperation with a small group will in time bring 
UHFRPSHQVH¶´2008, p. 278). An example iV³,IDPDQZRUNVKDUGWKHODQGZLOOQRWEH
OD]\´,QKLVH[LWHPDLOLQWHUYLHZRQHSDUWLFLSDQW7&DFWXDOO\XVHGDSLWK\UHPDUNWKDW
sounded almost proverELDO³«IHZWKLQJVDUHXQDWWDLQDEOHE\KDUGZRUN´7KLVEHOLHILV
an asset that teachers can exploit for pedagogical advantage. We will take up on this in 
the sub-section on pedagogical implications. 
 
While effort remained a cornerstone in the belief system of the focal participants, their 
beliefs in the importance of vocabulary and grammar in language learning were firm but 
not fixed. There were signs of transitions in these beliefs during the course of their 
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learning journey in NUS so that there was much less emphasis on vocabulary and 
grammar in their email interview responses. Since childhood, the focal participants had 
been taught by their parents and/or teachers that words are the basic building blocks of 
language. The curriculum they experienced in China also reinforced this belief since 
vocabulary learning was a major component.  
 
On the other hand, the belief about grammar varied both synchronously and 
diachronically among the seven learners. In their first year in NUS, QU embraced the 
critical role of grammar in learning a new language, including French which she was 
trying to acquire on her own, while QC and SCC detracted from its significance in their 
own learning experiences. Falling between these two extremes, SQ, SJW, RYP and TC 
seemed to accept the role of grammar as another tenet of TCCL but they did not relish 
grappling with it in order to pass exams. Diachronically, change was most evident in QU 
who seemed to begin to question the value of grammar for PRC learners in her last diary 
entry at the end of the BC. By the time of her graduation four years later, the doubt had 
developed into full conviction.  
 
Overall, the importance of vocabulary and grammar was frequently mentioned in the 
diaries and face-to-face interviews in their first year in NUS. The next most mentioned 
belief was related to language learning and communication which also saw a change. 
However, over the course of their sojourn in NUS, the above beliefs that characterised the 
focal participants were tempered by their experiences in their new learning context. The 
exit email interviews revealed a greater concern for authentic communication and the 
ability to accomplish tasks than for vocabulary and grammar learning per se.  
 
Thus, it was likely that the learners had made a transition from their earlier beliefs to a 
broader perspective of authentic communication and meaningful discourse. This 
perspective seemed to have liberated them in their communication. The change in beliefs 
had helped these learners to travel further along their learning journey, from discomfort 
and shame to self-empowerment and freedom. They had also transited from 
preoccupations over discrete components like vocabulary and grammar, to the big picture 
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of meaningful communication. Thus, by the time they graduated from NUS, the 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶PLFUR-concern for word level vocabulary and sentence level grammar 
appeared to have been superseded by the macro-concern for discourse-level 
communication.  
 
One would then expect that the new developments in their belief system would impact the 
strategy choices of the case study participants, just as vision would fuel action. The 
various characteristics impact one another in an interlocking and holistic way which we 
will discuss further in a later sub-section before proceeding to pedagogical implications. 
Indeed, the study witnessed a broadening of the repertoire of strategies among the 
learners. From the beginning of the BC, the seven students were characterised by being 
active in the use of learning strategies, albeit with noticeable preferences, varying in 
DSSURDFKIURPWKH³QDWXUDO´WRWKH³GHOLEHUDWH´7KLVOHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIDFWLYH
VWUDWHJ\XVHZDVDOVRZKHUHWKHOHDUQHUV¶DJHQF\DQGLQYHVWPHQWFRXOGEHPRVWFOHDUO\
seen. Over the period of this study and along with the evolution of their learner beliefs, all 
the students expanded their repertoire of strategies through experimenting, adding, 
discarding, retaining. Even for those who retained the TCCL cornerstones of 
memorisation, review and reciting, they personalised and adapted the strategies to their 
own purposes. Their choice of strategies demonstrated a broad concern with learning and 
communication instead of a narrow focus on the discrete elements of the language. 
 
Besides the transition in their beliefs, another likely reason for the transition seen in the 
expansion of strategies could be as follows. Being in the NUS learning context, whether 
in the BC or UDP, the learners were exposed to and challenged by the learning strategies 
of other learners they were living and studying closely with. During the BC, SJW 
ZDWFKHGDQGHYDOXDWHGKLVSHHUV¶VWUDWHJLHVKHQRWLFHGDQRWKHUVWXGHQWZKR memorised 
the words from a very heavy dictionary and who had very good English test results. QU 
found the students in her first-\HDU¶VDoing Science module to be active participants 
during their seminars; she felt sidelined initially when she could not express her ideas and 
participate in the discussion. Motivated by her desire to overcome this setback, she 
resolved to improve her speaking, adopting the strategy of creating opportunities for 
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practice by working with international students from countries other than her own. The 
strategy was effective apparently as she reported in the email interview. In addition, the 
fear of failure and the desire to succeed (part of their Ought-to Self) had most probably 
driven these learners to find the means to achieve their goals of competence and 
confidence, thus expanding their strategies in the process. Moreover, we must keep in 
mind that the concepts of success and failure do not just affect PRC students as 
individuals. In the Chinese collectivist culture, their success and failure will also affect 
WKH³IDFH´RIWKHLUIDPLO\7KXVWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GULYHto explore strategies that would 
enhance their learning is understandable. Much was at stake for these young learners and 
scholarship holders.  
 
6.1.4 Motivation and Identity: The Power of Real and Imagined Communities  
 
While the learner beliefs and strategies of the participants had undergone significant 
changes, the learner characteristic of motivation appeared to have retained its largely 
instrumental and Ought-to-self nature between their enrolment in the BC and their 
graduation from NUS four and a half years later. Moreover, I discern that the community 
which they belonged to or aspired to belong to had a positive bearing on the nature of 
WKHVHOHDUQHUV¶PRWLYDWLRQ,QRWKHUZRUGVWKHLUUHDORULPDJLQHGFRPPXQLWLHV1RUWRQ
2001) had the power to shape their motivation. For instance, at the beginning of the BC, 
all the participants expressed a mainly instrumental orientation towards learning English 
in their diary entries and face-to-face interviews. A good command of the language was 
essential for their studies in NUS and for their future academic or professional careers, 
and English was thus often referred to as a tool. The university and the academic or 
professional world were the imagined communities they were expecting or aspiring to 
join as members. The power of the imagined community was expressed by QU in her 
face-to-face interview as she hoped to further her studies in English-speaking countries 
like the USA and engage in research. Thus, English was necessary for her to gain a 
foothold in this future, imagined communities. 
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Upon matriculating as students of NUS, the university with its sub-communities of 
faculty, residential hall, CCA, among others, then became their real community. Living 
for nearly five years in this real community with its diverse tapestry of sociolinguistic 
interactions, the mainly instrumental motivation of the participants had remained strong. 
In the exit email interview, QC, SCC and SJW still referred to the English language as a 
tool while RYP expressed his desire to learQ³PRUHSURIHVVLRQDOZULWLQJ´+RZHYHULW
had gradually taken on some integrative strands as already hinted by various utterances, 
VXFKDV48¶V ³,HQMR\OHDUQLQJLW´. An affective-integrative dimension had developed 
over the course of their time in NUS. At the time of their graduation from NUS, there 
were hopeful signs of movements towards a more integrative and ideal-self orientation 
where English is communication in an imagined community and part of their identity in 
the future. We will detail this small but perceptible change in the paragraphs below. 
 
First, a word to briefly explain the ³MXVWDWRRO´ mindset which probably arises from the 
ti-yong dichotomy in the Chinese thought system (Orton, 2009, p. 93). This system sees 
Chinese (the national language) as µWL¶, essence, and English (or any other foreign 
language) as µ\RQJ¶, utility (Gao, 2009a, p. 63; Gao, 2009b, p. 113; Lo Bianco, 2009, p. 
42). This mindset has also been documented among children born to Chinese immigrant 
parents in the USA. Chiang DQG6FKPLGDUHSRUWWKDWWKHVHVWXGHQWV³FUHDWHLGHDV
DQGQHZWKRXJKWV´ZLWK(QJOLVKDVLWLVWKHSULPDU\ODQJXDJHLQWKHLUOLIH<HWWKH\VWLOO
VSHDNRI(QJOLVKDVµDWRRO¶WKHUHE\GLVWDQFLQJWKHPVHOYHVIURPLWS(YHQZHOO-
known writer, Am\7DQVDLG³,DPIDVFLQDWHGE\ODQJXDJHLQP\GDLO\OLIH«WKHZD\LW
can evoke an emotion, a visual image, a complex idea, or a simple truth. Language is the 
tool HPSKDVLVDGGHGRIP\WUDGH´S 
 
The apparent change from English as utility, and therefore a mainly instrumental 
orientation, towards a more pronounced integrative motivation and a more vibrant Ideal 
L2 Self was discerned from the responses by some of the learners in their email 
interviews. SCC did not perceive Singapore as an Anglophone society with the related 
cultural and historical contexts DQGKDGDOUHDG\PRYHGWR$PHULFD¶V-RKQ+RSNLQV¶
University for his PhD programme. However, he revealed his aspiration for English to 
222 
 
become a part of himself in his new and imagined communities. Another focal participant 
TC might have had the same aspiration. He was troubled that his accent was far from 
native-sounding even after his UDP graduation and aspired to sound more like an 
American. His imagined community was probably situated in the USA where he had his 
SEP. QU, who had confessed in her diary the fear of losing face when speaking English, 
had come to enjoy speaking English. This underscored her positive affective disposition 
to using English and might mean a closer identity with and affinity for the target 
community of English speakers. 
 
What factors could account for this characteristic of a largely instrumental motivation 
among the PRC participants and for the apparently small change in orientation towards 
the end of their UDP? These learners came from a background where they lived and 
learned with the emphasis on exams from primary school to university. The fear of not 
doing well enough and of disappointing their parents probably loomed over them for a 
significant part of their lives. According to Rao (2005), Chinese collectivist culture has 
resulted in socialisation for achievement which can have a highly motivating effect on 
Chinese students because success and failure affect not just oneself but the whole family 
or group. From the diaries of SQ, we learned of how oppressive the exam system could 
be to the students, especially the Gaokao, the National College Entrance Exam. 
Performance in this exam would decide not only their university placement but probably 
their future as well. Thus, the Ought-to Self had probably been a huge part of the 
VWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQLQOHDUQLQJ$GGHGWRWKLVWKH60OHDUQHUVFDUULHGWKHVRFLDO
identity of being scholars recruited from the better universities in China. Their goal was 
to succeed in NUS. If they failed to do well in the UDP, that is, not to graduate with 
Honours and above a certain Cumulative Average Point (CAP), they would be deemed to 
have failed in many ways. To succeed, they need to have sufficient knowledge and skills 
in English to manage their UDP. Perhaps, this was what SJW meant during his first year 
in NUS that he had to learn English or he would be in for trouble. Four years later, his 
sentiments remained the same. 
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It was therefore no surprise that the motivation for learning English remained as mainly 
instrumental for these learners given the big role of the Ought-to Self in their lives. On 
the other hand, the beginning of the move to a more integrative motivation might be the 
result of developing a more pronounced Ideal L2 self and of having a positive L2 
experience during the course of their UDP. It is possibly also a result of living in a certain 
community. For SJW, as an exchange student in the USA, he experienced a semester that 
seemed to have made a major impact on his outlook. He was using English for real 
communication with friends and enjoying it, and that had moved him along the cline 
towards a more integrative orientation. 
 
We need to mention one other significant learner characteristic and transition here: 
motivation lost and regained during the BC. Within those 23 weeks, some of the 
participants, SJW, RYP, QU and SQ, experienced boredom and discouragement with 
learning English. The lack of a clear goal in the form of a major exam might also have 
caused them to feel demotivated. However, this dip in motivation was temporary as 
UHIOHFWHGE\WKHSRVLWLYHGDWDIURPWKHVHIRXUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶HPDLOLQWHUYLHZVDQGWKHLU
VXFFHVVIXOFRPSOHWLRQRIWKH8'3,WLVLPSRUWDQWKRZHYHUWRQRWHKHUHWKDWOHDUQHUV¶
levels of motivation would probably vary during the BC but teachers need not be unduly 
alarmed. This was yet another transition for these participants in the course of their 
learning journey.  
 
Thus, the findings of this study indicate that motivation of these PRC learners seemed to 
have remained mainly instrumental during their journey through NUS; yet there were 
encouraging signs that they were transiting towards a more integrative orientation. 
Looking at the overall picture, we see that even when the Ought-to Self was very much in 
command, this group of learners had successfully navigated their UDP. At the same time, 
there was growth in the Ideal L2 Self which augured well for their English learning 
journey as there was greater possibility of integration with and affinity for their target 
speech community. Perhaps, the way forward pedagogically may be to gently nudge these 
learners towards developing an integrative orientation while helping them take advantage 
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of their instrumental motivation. This implication will be expanded on in the second half 
of this chapter. 
 
The idea of the target speech community leads us to the learner characteristics of the 
social identities, investment and agency of the participants. In the foregoing discussion, 
we have seen the connection between motivation and community for these learners. Here, 
we are afforded a further glimpse of related characteristics: the connection between 
community and identity, as well as that between motivation and investment. How the 
participants conceived of their identities in their various communities, real and 
future/imagined, impacted their motivation and hence their investment in their English 
learning. In the exit email interview, most of these new graduates expressed an expanded 
view of themselves as members of imagined communities, whether academic or social. 
Their identities could be a complex hybrid because of their origins and early education in 
China coupled with their later education and careers in Singapore (Teng, 2008).  
 
Let us begin with the identities that the participants presented in the data at the beginning 
of their journey. They were first of all members of the community of SM3 PRC scholars. 
RYP expressed this identity explicitly and simply in a diary entry: he was a privileged 
scholar who had no worries about money or resources. However, for the rest of the 
participants, other identities appeared to feature more prominently. QC was the most 
philosophical student among the seven with a strong Chinese cultural identity. Moreover, 
in his diary, he delved all the way into his early childhood to understand his past and 
reconstruct a new identity. SCC and QU seemed secure in their accustomed learning 
strategies and the proficiency already achieved. The latter, however, continued to 
experiment with new strategies. SQ embodied the ideal Confucian scholar who found joy 
in learning. She, SJW, RYP and QU did lament the boredom and powerlessness of 
learning only English continuously for nearly six months. This was out of alignment with 
their academic and exam-ready identities while in China. Despite this, SJW remained the 
pragmatic high achiever. TC was shocked by the dismal grade he got for an essay test, his 
identity as a diligent and excellent student shaken to the core. 
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From these identities presented during their first year in NUS, the learners continued to 
construct their particular identities during the UDP, mostly according to their own 
imagined community. At the time of their graduation, this community could be simply 
their future careers as alluded to by SQ, SJW and RYP in their exit email interviews. QC, 
in addition, seemed to have become solidly rooted in the Singapore community and to 
have assimilated English as part of his identity; he had become confident and comfortable 
in his communication with the local people. QU, SCC and TC, on the other hand, 
appeared to aspire to more global identities with a more native-like fluency and accent.  
 
,WLVLQWHUHVWLQJWRQRWHWKDWWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKH35&OHDUQHUV¶LGHQWLWLHVDQGWKHLU
imagined communities has already received attention in recent literature. Gieve and Clark 
(2005) advocates the view that Chinese students in international settings should be seen 
WKURXJKWKHOHQVRI³IOXLGDQGPXOWLSOHLGHQWLWLHV´LQVWHDGRI³DPRQROLWKLFQRWLRQRI
SHUVRQDOLGHQWLW\´S2QO\WKHQFDQZHULJKWO\³DOORZIRUVWXGHQWVWDNLQJRQWKH
attitudes and practices of different social and cultural groups simultaneously, 
contingently, instrumentally, flexibly´ *LHYHDQG&ODUN¶VYLHZVHHPWRSDUDOOHO7HQJ¶V
(2008) notion of a hybrid identity developed by the SM3 students like the focal 
participants of this study. With regard to the role of English in identity formation, Gao 
(2009b) commented that with English becoming an increasingly international language 
(E,/LW³LVDFTXLULQJDQHYHUPRUHSHUYDVLYHUROHLQOHDUQHUV¶LGHQWLW\FRQVWUXFWLRQ´
Moreover, the writer aptly VXPVXSWKHVHHPLQJO\GXDOLGHQWLWLHVRIWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\¶V
SDUWLFLSDQWVZLWKWKHIROORZLQJREVHUYDWLRQ³LQWKHFRQWH[WRIJOREDOL]DWLRQDQG 
glocalization, the productive relationship may typically occur between perceived 
membership of the native/local culture, on the one hand, and membership in a world 
FRPPXQLW\RQWKHRWKHUKDQG´*DRESp. 114-5). Indeed, the expanded identities 
of the case studies can be seen as the result of their memberships in both their 
present/local and their future/imagined communities. 
 
The transition for the participants between the first and final years of study probably 
could not have happened without their motivation and investment during their BC and 
UDP, including the various phases of SEP, IP and FYP. They had employed various 
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learning strategies and taken certain steps in order to fulfil their goals of enhancing their 
English proficiency. They constructed and reconstructed their identities with twin 
empowerment: through the many opportunities offered to them to use English and the 
ones they created for themselves. As summed up by TC who reflected on the motivation-
investment that propelled some PRC students to do better than others in their English 
OHDUQLQJ³,WLVDOPRVWDOZD\VWUXHWKDWWKRVHZKRGRZHOODUHSURDFWLYHDQGGHGLFDWHG,
figure that down to fundamental, they have been motivated to enter the doors by 
themselves´(TC_E_July2010). As reflected in this study, for success to be possible, the 
doors of opportunity must be there and the learners must want to enter them.  
 
In this section, we started by discussing how the motivation of the participants had 
remained primarily instrumental but with the beginnings of perceptible integrative strands 
as they journeyed through NUS. We also saw the impact of real and imagined 
communities in shaping the motivation of the students. Furthermore, their sense of 
identity in their real/imagined community influenced their investment and agency to 
PDNHJRRGWKHLUFODLPVWRPHPEHUVKLS7KHVHOHDUQHUV¶LGHQWLWLHVHYROYHGGXULQJWKH
course of their UDP but, at each stage, these identities helped the students towards 
completing their UDP. Thus, motivation, community, identity, investment and agency 
were interlinked as a complex of factors that propelled these learners forward in their 
learning journey, aiding them as they transit from an EFL context to an ESL one.  
 
6.1.5 The Affective Domain: The Trajectory of Emotions 
 
A wide range in the affective dimension over the duration of their English learning 
journey was another learner characteristic that the seven focal participants reflected in the 
data. The students reported a whole spectrum of positive and negative emotions that 
varied over time, and these feelings both resulted from and motivated their learning. 
Generally, the trajectory of emotions moved from more negative or extreme to more 
positive or stable states as the students became more and more competent and confident 
in their English learning. 
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The feelings mentioned in the data appeared as fairly discrete instances which could be 
easily counted and I decided to take a partially quantitative approach for analysing this 
characteristic of the learners. Altogether, I identified 98 citations of feelings in the diaries 
and the interviews, yielding an average of 14 citations per student. This underscores the 
importance of the affective dimension in the learning journey of the participants; the 
journey was not a purely cognitive or academic experience. Much of their emotional self 
was involved in their transitions and adaptions from an EFL to an ESL context. The 
feelings, which seemed to fall into four main categories, fear (28 citations), happiness 
(29), shame (18) and confidence (23), were experienced by all the participants at some 
point in their learning journey. For example, at the beginning of the BC, they were 
generally apprehensive of the Oral Report (OR) but, propelled by fear, they prepared 
carefully for the exercise. When they had done well, they felt elated and came to grasp 
the task purpose and the OR became enjoyable. 
 
There were also times when the learners felt disheartened by the apparent lack of progress 
but encouraged themselves to persevere, as in the case of SJW, QU and SQ. At the 
beginning of their learning journey, the students often experienced these contrasting 
feelings but they seemed able to overcome the negative ones and put them to good use. In 
effect, they were using affective strategy to manage their L2 experience so as to remain 
positive and to stay focused.  
 
Over time, the trajectory moved perceptibly from fear to happiness and shame to 
confidence. In the exit email interview, all the participants expressed greater confidence 
and happiness than they had expressed at the beginning of their journey. While this 
upbeat tone with regard to their emotions was not surprising, as it corresponds with the 
fact that they had all successfully negotiated their pathway through NUS, it still 
represented a transition for the learners. They had become more stable and more sanguine 
in the affective dimension as they gained greater mastery of the language and developed a 
higher comfort level in using it. This transition from the more negative to the more 
positive in their emotional state probably indicates that, generally, greater confidence and 
greater competence are mutually reinforcing. The process is an important part of the 
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learning journey to which teachers can draw the attention of their students, who can then 
learn to manage the ups and downs in their emotions through affective strategy and other 
means. 
 
Briefly, we have discussed the most important findings of this study which indicate that 
the focal participants of the case studies were learners in transition. They carried with 
them elements of TCCL but were active learners willing and able to adapt to the new L2 
learning context in NUS. Working through the NUS curriculum and living in its related 
FRPPXQLWLHVWKHVH35&OHDUQHUV¶EHOLHIVVWUDWHJies motivation, identities and affective 
domain developed and grew. However, some aspects of these learner characteristics had 
remained constant, chief among them the belief in effort for success which is a strong 
anchor in Chinese culture itself. Their motivation had also remained largely instrumental. 
 
6.2 Pedagogical Implications 
 
Based on the above key findings, what pedagogical implications can I draw for myself 
and colleagues in our efforts to support our PRC learners? The present study has 
highlighted potential issues relating to the teaching and learning of these students and the 
rest of this section will discuss possible ways curriculum, community and pedagogy can 
converge to better equip the teacher and the PRC learner. The following two sub-sections 
will first discuss various possibilities and then demonstrate some of them through a 
sample lesson outline. 
 
6.2.1 Equipping the Teacher and the Learner 
 
Originally, conceived as two separate sections, preparing the teacher and equipping the 
learner, these are now presented as one. The actual writing of the chapter made it clear to 
me that preparing the teacher and equipping the learner are two sides of the same coin. 
Thus, the pedagogical implications of the key findings will be given as symbiotic parts of 
one ecological whole, so that teachers can better support their PRC learners in L2 
contexts for the students to achieve their own goals.  
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6.2.1.1 What to Expect Of and How to Support Learners 
 
What do we expect of PRC students and how do we support these learners as they transit 
from an EFL to an ESL context, from China to NUS, or any other English-medium 
university for that matter? In fact, in an increasingly globalized world, PRC students may 
be transiting not just to ESL, but also intercultural and multicultural learning contexts. 
Tertiary institutions in Western countries and in Asia which use English as the medium of 
instruction are receiving increasing numbers of PRC students (Coughlan, 2011; 
MacGregor, 2010). What do these learners experience and what do they need as they 
embark on their English learning journey and traverse the vast territory that includes 
many of the following: bridging course/foundation level, undergraduate degree 
programme, student exchange programme/year out, internship programme as well as 
residential hall life, co-curricular activities, community living, etc.? In this second half of 
this chapter, I will attempt to draw some pedagogical implications, based on the findings 
of this study, to help myself and colleagues in the ELT fraternity to support our PRC 
students in their learning journey.  
 
We learn from this study that these students are influenced by the traditional Chinese 
culture of learning (TCCL) to varying degrees. On the whole, we can assume that the 
35&VWXGHQWV¶EHOLHIVDQGH[SHFWDWLRQVPRWLYDWLRQVVWUDWHJLHVDIIHFWLYHGLPHQVLRQ
identities have been shaped by this culture though they are certainly not passive learners 
as depicted in the literature. They are active in exerting effort to select strategies, and 
critical about the curriculum and pedagogy of their learning contexts. Thus, keeping these 
two sides of the PRC learners in mind, we need to prepare ourselves for the 
manifestations of the Chinese learning culture as well as encourage their active learning 
selves at the same time. We also need to adjust our own expectations in our interaction 
with these students, especially at the beginning of the BC or EAP course, to help them 
make the transition to their new learning context. Bodycott and Walker (2000), as 
teachers in higher education in Hong Kong, argue WKDW³UHIOHFWLQJRQWKHLGHQWLIied 
aspects of cultural models allows us as teachers to design strategies to meet, challenge 
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DQGEXLOGRQWKHWKLQNLQJRIVWXGHQWV´S7KH\XUJHUHWKLQNLQJRQWKHSDUWRI
universities, where the onus is often on the international students to adapt to the cultural 
context in which they find themselves. Instead, they propose that teachers develop 
³VWUDWHJLHVWKDWVFDIIROGDQGHQKDQFHLQWHUFXOWXUDOOHDUQLQJLQWKHLUFODVVURRPV´S
0RUHRYHUDV&RUWD]]LDQG-LQSXWLW³WHDFKHUV± by recognizing positive features 
of their current learning cultures ± can help students extend, adapt or adopt new 
DSSURDFKHV´S7KXVZKHQRXU35&OHDUQHUVEHFRPHHQJDJHGZLWKWKHLUQHZL2 
contexts, they can be guided to continue in their learning through appropriate curriculum 
and relevant pedagogy as well as supported by their new community. These strategies 
will be detailed in the sub-sections below. 
 
x Beliefs and Strategies: Vocabulary Learning and Effort for Achievement  
 
Through my experience of teaching PRC learners and based on the findings of this study, 
the ESL teachers can expect many PRC students to demonstrate the prime importance of 
vocabulary learning to them. At the beginning of the BC or Foundation level EAP class, 
in fact, in the very first week, some students, will most probably request the teachers to 
provide a list of useful or frequently used words. They will use such lists for memorising 
and review as it is the accustomed learning strategy in the TCCL context, especially when 
they prepared for the Gaokao. The students appear to equate proficiency with vocabulary 
mastery. Indeed, they are right in their view to a certain extent. Vocabulary is critical as 
³OH[LFDOLWHPVFDUU\WKHEDVLFLQIRUPDWLRQORDGRIWKHPHDQLQJVWKH\ZLVKWRFRPSUHKHQd 
DQGH[SUHVV´5HDGS&U\VWDOVKDUHGDVLPLODUH[SHULHQFH³«YRFDEXODU\LV
the Everest of language. Memorizing the tens of thousands of words you need in order to 
KROG\RXURZQLQORQJFRQYHUVDWLRQVRQYDULHJDWHGWRSLFVWDNHVWLPH´S 7). In 
exploring the pedagogy of an English language teacher at a key university in an inland 
province of China, Lam (2011), found that the teacher, Yin, placed emphasis on 
vocabulary. This emphasis and her ideas on how to improve this aspect were welcomed 
and praised by her students. Students coming from a TCCL background also firmly 
EHOLHYHLQHIIRUWIRUDFKLHYHPHQW0DQ\PD\WKLQNWKDW³PDVWHULQJ´(QJOLVKLVRQO\D
matter of applying themselves, and applying themselves may mean memorising, 
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reviewing and reciting texts as their previous EFL experience was largely a text-driven 
one. 
 
Given the above actions springing from WKHOHDUQHUV¶EHOLHIVDQGVWUDWHJLHVSRWHQWLDO
issues may arise for teachers. Some of us may equate memorising with rote learning, and 
WKHUHIRUHD³EDG´VWUDWHJ\ZKLFKZHVKRXOGGLVFRXUDJHDWDOOFRVWV)UDQNO\VRPHRIXV
may even find the expectation of vocabulary lists being handed out annoying. However, 
we need to manage these expectations and early actions carefully as these young learners 
are probably going through a difficult phase in their learning journey and having to adapt 
to many changes in their new L2 context: academic, linguistic, socio-cultural. Imagine 
ourselves suddenly surrounded by people who only speak our L2 and having to function 
in that language for most of the day. Thus, for our PRC students, to hold on to some 
familiar strategy to help themselves must appear to them a sensible course of action.  
 
It may thus be best for teachers to take a two-pronged approach, at least in the beginning 
of the BC/EAP course. On the one hand, we need to initially accommodate and not over-
react to the actions that accompany their beliefs; on the other, we need to encourage the 
learners to expand their beliefs and develop their repertoire of learning strategies. 
&HUWDLQO\LWZLOOQRWEHKHOSIXOIRUWKHPLIZH³\LHOGWRWKHLUGHPDQGV´DQGOHDYHWKHPWR
find out later that the strategies of memorisation and review will probably be inadequate 
WRFRSHZLWK³WKHLQIRUPDWLRQIORRG´DVFRLQHGE\6&&LQWKHLU8'3DQGFDUHHUV7KXV
teachers need to guide the learners to realign their beliefs and broaden their strategies. We 
need to help them think of vocabulary as a means to an end in the overall approach to 
authentic communication. Eventually, in their exit email interviews, the focal participants 
showed that they realised this when they focused on communication instead of being 
preoccupied with vocabulary. The curriculum, pedagogy and community support for 
achieving this transition will be discussed under Resources and strategies in sub-section 
6.2.1.3. However, a word here about memorisation may be in place. This strategy 
associated with TCCL is often criticised as surface rote learning, but it has proven to be 
effective when wielded by a skilful PRC student, as demonstrated by SCC who 
emphasised memorisation with understanding and application. The ability is an asset 
232 
 
ZKLFKWHDFKHUVFDQGRZHOOWRHQFRXUDJHDQGH[SORLWWRJHWKHUZLWKWKHOHDUQHUV¶EHOLHILQ
effort. Thus, we need not throw out the baby with the bath water but we can guide our 
PRC learners to turn their natural or trained abilities to good advantage while building a 
bigger arsenal of strategies at the same time. Strategies that the participants of this study 
found useful could be introduced to our new learners as a starting point: reading, 
watching movies and/or TV programmes, listening to the news and/or songs, using online 
resources and software, making friends with other international students, among others.  
Furthermore, we can LQWURGXFHUHVRXUFHVOLNHFRQFRUGDQFHVDQG&R[KHDG¶V(2002) 
Academic Word List (AWL). More of this will be discussed under 6.2.1.3. 
 
x Expectations: Significant People and Language Use 
 
Significant others are important to the learners as the findings show. For these PRC 
students who are away from their family and in a new socio-linguistic environment, both 
teachers and peers impact their learning journey, academically and affectively. The 
ILQGLQJVVKRZWKDWWHDFKHUV¶SUDLVHDQGIHHGEDFNEURXJKWMR\DQGHQFRXUDJHPHQWWRWKH
focal participants. This finding will probably be true of other international undergraduates 
as well but I submit that these PRC students are in a particularly fragile situation because 
of the cultural concerns of face and shame as mentioned by SJW, RYP, QU, QC and TC. 
In their diaries and interviews, they alluded time and again to the sense of shame for not 
speaking well and hence often the reluctance to speak. The mirror image to this sentiment 
is elation and confidence when they were encouraged by teachers or had done well in a 
task as mentioned by all the participants at one point or another. Therefore, let teachers 
JLYHSOHQW\RIDSSURSULDWHDIILUPDWLRQ3HHUV¶IHHGEDFNDQGFRRSHUDWLRQDOVRKHOSHG
learners to review and revise their performance and strategies. SJW, RYP, QU and SQ 
DOOXGHGWREHLQJKHDUWHQHGLQWKHLUOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\E\WKHLUIULHQGV¶SUDLVe or a 
harmonious learning environment. Peer support in group work can lower the affective 
filter (Krashen, 2002) and improve motivation for the task. Thus, teachers should seek to 
build strong bonds in each group or class and encourage cohesive working and social 
relationships among the students. All these would contribute to a positive L2 learning 
experience that is part of the Motivated Self system conceived by Dörnyei (2010). 
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Moreover, coming from a TCCL background and Confucian heritage culture (CHC), 
these students have certain expectations of teachers. So we should not be surprised if our 
students look to us as the fount of knowledge (Fusheng & Rao, 2007) and model of 
dedication. Liang (2009) reveals that among the adages that influence him as a teacher is 
³WRPRGHOQREOHFKDUDFWHUDQGSURIRXQGVFKRODUVKLSIRUVWXGHQWV«WRSURFODLPWKH:D\
WRLPSDUWNQRZOHGJHWRVWXGHQWVDQGWRFRXQVHOWKHP´7KXVWKHWHDFKHUGRHVQRWPHUHO\
instruct but also nurture the growth of the whole person (p. 168-9). This is what the PRC 
learners may expect from us their teachers albeit in a new learning context where they are 
undertaking their UDP. Though writing from the perspective of teachers in British higher 
education, Edwards and Ran (2009) nevertheless have useful observations for teachers of 
35&VWXGHQWVLQRWKHUFRQWH[WV:HQHHGWREHSUHSDUHGIRUWKHVWXGHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQVRI
teachers to respond to requests for help beyond class or even office hours. If not handled 
carefully, misunderstandings can arise as these students may see their Western teachers as 
³WRREXV\DQGXQFDULQJ´S)URPP\H[SHULHQFHVXFKH[SHFWDWLRQVKDYHWREH
graciously met at the beginning and then the students guided to learn the etiquette 
appropriate for their new learning context. 
 
Yet, our students are increasingly influenced by a more global worldview and tend 
towards greater desire for autonomy. This is especially so when students in their new L2 
contexts are exposed to these views through the widespread use of the Internet in their 
host or exchange universities and new communities. Wang (2013) reported that while the 
current generation of students in China still value traditional modes of teaching, they also 
³ZDQWWRHVWDEOLVKDQHZDQGGLIIHUHQWUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWHDFKHUV´pp. 72, 73). Lam 
IRXQGWKDWWKHVWXGHQWV¶VWLOOVHHWKHWHDFKHU¶VUROHDVFHQWUDOEXWWKH\LQFUHDVLQJO\
OHDQWRZDUGVZDQWLQJDYRLFHLQWKHFODVVURRP«´S6KLDOUHDG\IRXQGWKLV
to be true of the 400 junior and senior middle school students she surveyed in Shanghai. 
Thus, the ESL teacher has to tread a fine balance as their PRC students will still look to 
them as a role model of knowledge and virtue, yet expect to be given a certain degree of 
independence. The balance then is between providing guidance and granting autonomy. 
The learners will come to us for instruction, feedback, encouragement and advice and yet 
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will want to have their voice heard. This was exemplified by QU, SQ, SCC and SJW who 
commented on the curriculum and pedagogy of the BC and suggested alternative 
approaches or improvements at some point in the data they provided for the present study. 
A suggestion here is to gradually adjust the guidance-autonomy balance as well as initiate 
regular discussions with students to gather their views on the syllabus and pedagogy. A 
learner diary may also be an effective instrument for gauging the sentiments and concerns 
of the students as it was shown in this study.  
 
A related pedagogical issue is the matter of language use in the classroom: whether 
teachers should allow the Chinese language and to what extent. There are differing 
schools of thought on this. On the one hand, communicative language teaching advocates 
communicating only in the target language in order to promote immersion and 
acquisition. However, according to Larsen-)UHHPDQ³7KHPHDQLQJRIWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJH
LVPDGHFOHDUE\WUDQVODWLQJLWLQWRWKHVWXGHQWV¶QDWLYHODQJXDJH«´SFLWHGLQ
Lam, 2011, p. 197). For teacher Yin, one key reason to allow Chinese is to reclaim the 
VWXGHQWV¶DWWHQWLRQLIWKH\ZHUHORVW$ERXWWZR-thirds of her students also agreed that the 
use of Chinese in class helped them: they could understand better, especially abstract 
terms and cultural differences (Lam, 2011, p. 201). To sum up, Lam cited 
.XPDUDYDGLYHOX¶VYLHZ³7KHGLVFULPLQDWHXVHRI&KLQHVHUDWKHUDQRXWULJKWUHMHFWLRQRI
its use in strict adherence to a CLT approach, may be seen as a tribute to the good sense 
of tKHWHDFKHURULQRWKHUZRUGVDQH[DPSOHRIµSULQFLSOHGSUDJPDWLVP¶´SDV
cited in Lam, 2011). Based on my experience and the present study, teachers need to 
decide judiciously whether, when, and how much Chinese is to be used in each class and 
even with each student. For example, when a quick, direct translation can clarify a 
troublesome point or difficult concept, it should not be scoffed at. However, if a student 
or class is reluctant to use English, the teacher should find out the reason and then decide 
if allowing or using Chinese is appropriate. I had encouraged shy students to try speaking 
more English by using a small amount of their mother tongue with them to establish 
rapport at the beginning of the BC. I then shared my own background of coming from a 
Chinese-speaking home and my experience of transiting to using more English. I 
encouraged them that if I could become effectively bilingual (in speaking at least), so 
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could they. This strategy worked most of the time. The key is to be flexible and sensitive. 
6WXGHQWVVKRXOGQRWEHPDGHWRIHHO³GHDI-and-GXPE´RUKXPLOLDWHGZKHQ&KLQHVHLV
totally banned from the classroom, especially in the initial weeks, nor unguided when 
they are left to do as they please in terms of language choice and practice in the 
classroom. 
 
To close this sub-section, I would like to underscore the significance of our role as 
teachers by recounting a piece of advice I received at the 1999 AILA Conference. 
Enthralled that I was in the presence of one writer whose ELT books I often referred to as 
DEHJLQQLQJWHDFKHU,OLVWHQHGDWWHQWLYHO\WR3URIHVVRU:LOJD5LYHUV¶UHVSRQVHVGXULQJWKH
Q&A session following her paper presentation. One thing she said resonated with me 
then and has remained with me to this day: ultimately, it boils down to your relationship 
ZLWK\RXUVWXGHQWV,FDQQRWUHFDOOH[DFWO\ZKDW³LW´UHIHUUHGWREXW,KDGFRQILUPDWLRQRI
my intuition and belief that establishing a good relationship with my students was 
important for learning and teaching. This rings true when we work with our PRC learners 
who bring with them a certain respect for teachers who are significant people to them in 
their life and learning journey.  
 
6.2.1.2 What to Aim For and How to Guide Goal-setting 
 
Having prepared the teacher for what to expect and how to support learners at the 
beginning of their learning journey in a new learning context, we now turn to the question 
of the destination they should aim for. Based on the findings and in the context of the BC, 
I would argue that the students should be guided towards striving for autonomy as 
learners, who set goals for themselves and who find the right mix of strategies to achieve 
WKHVHJRDOV7KHVXFFHVVLYH\HDUV¶BCs at CELC, NUS have been designed and conducted 
with the aim of helping the PRC cohorts become more independent learners (see Section 
3 of Introduction). Upon the foundation and learning opportunities that the BC had 
provided, the seven focal participants became increasing more confident and proficient, 
and made the necessary transitions to become successful L2 learners and users of English. 
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,WLVKRSHGWKDWWKLVLQVLJKWUHJDUGLQJGHYHORSLQJWKHOHDUQHUV¶DXWRQRP\ZLOOFRQWULEXWHWR
our helping future PRC students, especially those who seem less successful.   
 
x Motivation, Ideal L2 Self and Imagined Community 
 
To become autonomous learners who strive to become more competent and confident as 
they proceed in their learning journey, the PRC students need to have the motivation to 
succeed in their goals. Motivation is goal-directed (Gardner, 2001) and therefore students 
must have motivation before they can sustain their language learning (Dörnyei, 2001). As 
presented in the findings, many of the students had retained a mainly instrumental 
motivation where English is a tool. However, possible indications are seen of tendencies 
towards a more integrative motivation where English is the channel of communication in 
an imagined community and a part of their identity (see 6.1.3).  
 
Certainly, instrumental motivation may suffice for students to learn enough to pass exams 
and fulfil course requirements. However, if the PRC students are to become independent 
and proficient users of English, and speakers in their own right, they should not limit 
themselves to an instrumental motivation or an Ought-to Self. They can be guided to 
develop an integrative orientation and an Ideal L2 Self in their own imagined community. 
When the students gravitate towards a target community of English speakers, socially 
and/or academically, they would probably desire to become integrated linguistically as 
well. To do this, their L2 learning experience, the third component of Dörnyei¶V
Motivated Self system (2010) has to be positive. This leads us to considerations of 
curriculum, community, teachers, peers, affective filter and other facets of their L2 
learning experience. From seeing English as merely a tool, they can move on to 
appropriating it as a communication channel, an extension, even a part of themselves. It is 
a journey that I myself have traversed as described in the Introduction to this study. I was 
inspired by the story of the Polish sailor, Joseph Conrad, who started to learn English 
only at age 19 but who became one of the greatest novelists writing in English. I have on 
RFFDVLRQWROG&RQUDG¶VVWRU\WRPy students to encourage them when their motivation 
seemed to be flagging. 
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To provide the conditions that make it possible for our PRC learners to develop a more 
integrative motivation, the following are some suggestions to my ELT colleagues. First, 
we can work with the instrumental motivation and the belief in effort for achievement 
that most students already possess. This twin driving force can be tapped by initiating 
discussion on setting goals for learning and planning learning activities. These learning 
goals and activities/strategies should gradually lead away from those related to 
vocabulary and grammar towards those that encourage authentic communication as 
students develop in their learner beliefs. Secondly, we can provide as positive an L2 
learning experience as possible, including support through expert-novice as well as 
novice-novice scaffolding. It is hoped that learning in such a supportive environment can 
create the zone of proximal development for these learners (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90). 
Ideally, the materials and methodology should also be well-designed to stimulate and 
enhance learning. Thirdly, we need to facilitate an on-going conversation with and among 
students about their learning goals, their ideal L2 self, their agency and investment 
towards their identities, their imagined communities, and even global citizenship with 
EIL. They need to be made aware of their unfolding learning selves in continuity and 
fluidity as they journey onward. It is hoped that all the above suggestions can together 
provide a broader vista to help the PRC students persevere in their English learning 
journey especially when their motivation take a dip at some point or other.  
 
We teachers, however, cannot achieve this paradigm shift alone. We need the support of 
the local university community to integrate our students with the larger world outside the 
classroom. The proverb has it that it takes a village to raise a child. Likewise, whether this 
is done through activities on campus, off campus or through computer-mediated contexts 
(CMC), it takes a community to provide the support for these learners to become 
motivated and autonomous self-starters. Learning with others and then by themselves will 
ensure a greater empowerment. Both communicative language teaching and socio-
cultural theory are useful frameworks for understanding the need for the involvement of 
community. 
 
238 
 
For a start, senior members of the SM3 or SM2 imagined community (Teng, 2008) can be 
called upon to provide support to their juniors of the incoming cohorts. Through her study 
of the trajectory of Ming, a former SM3 student, Teng found that many other former BC 
students belong to this vibrant community. The seven focal participants of this study 
readily gave their advice to their imaginary juniors in response to question 5 of the email 
LQWHUYLHZ³:hat would the most useful advice be to a newly matriculated PRC student 
RQWKHVDPHSURJUDPPH"´7KH%&DGPLQLVWUDWLRQFDQRUJDQLVHIRUPDORUVHPL-formal 
dialogues between the past and current cohorts of students. The successful completion of 
the BC and even UDP of those who have gone before them in the English learning 
journey would most likely inspire and motivate the current students to set clear goals for 
themselves and work towards achieving them. It would be highly possible too for 
teachers of successive batches of BC students to invite their former students to interact 
with their juniors informally. This is a strategy that I had used when I invited different 
batches of students to informal get-togethers during Chinese New Year or other 
occasions. In fact, I was pleasantly surprised by an extra-linguistic success: two students 
from different cohorts met at one of these events and got married after their graduation. 
Becoming linguistically adept at learning French too, the couple had gone on to study in 
France and completed their MBAs at the HEC, Paris. 
 
The local and international students in the new L2, globalised contexts can provide 
another source of community support for the PRC students especially during the BCs. In 
the case of NUS, the PRC learners attend dedicated classes for the BC and are provided 
accommodation in the same hall of residence; thus, they have little opportunity to 
befriend the larger NUS student community. How then can they get the opportunity to 
practise their listening and speaking with the local and other international students? 
Again, teachers can play a key role in arranging for face-to-face get-togethers and online 
interaction between BC and their regular course students. For the latter approach, Blake 
and Zyzik (2003, cited in Thorne & Black, 2007) connected Spanish heritage language 
students with Spanish FL learners in a university through synchronous chat. Both groups 
reported benefits. Thorne (2004) used an e-mail-mediated peer revision activity to 
connect lower-intermediate students and more advanced Spanish foreign language 
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students. Some of the lower intermediate students reported that they were motivated by 
LQWHUDFWLQJZLWK³SUR[LPDOO\PRUHDGYDQFHGQHDU-SHHUV´2004, cited in Thorne & Black, 
2007, p. 138). This strategy has the potential to motivate BC students to advance in their 
learning journey as well as provide opportunity to use English to communicate with a 
possible target community.  
 
6.2.1.3 What/How to Teach and How/Where to Get Help 
 
x Pedagogy, Resources and Strategies  
 
7KHFXUULFXOXPRUSURJUDPPHDQGFRPPXQLW\DUHFUXFLDOEXWWKHWHDFKHUV¶SHGDJRJ\
DQGGHFLVLRQVDUHHTXDOO\LPSRUWDQW7KH\GRµOLQJXLVWLFDQGFXOWXUDOEULGJHEXLOGLQJ¶
(Teo, 2008 as cited in Lam, 2011, p. 413) to help students make the connection between 
the classroom and the real world. Also, our lessons should be designed and executed to 
best facilitate learning for the PRC learners according to their characteristics. For 
example, knowing that they are unaccustomed to speaking in class in the EFL context, 
teachers may need to provide suitable stimulus to elicit the desired response and 
HQJDJHPHQWLQWKH(6/FRQWH[W2EVHUYLQJ<LQ¶VOHVVRQZKHUHSDLUZRUNZDVXVHG/DP
noted the enthusiastic and lively discussion as students presented their responses to a 
UDQNLQJDFWLYLW\GHVLJQHGWRHQKDQFHVWXGHQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJ+RZHYHUWZHQW\PLQXWHV
of teacher monologue actually preceded this lively discussion. Thus, the silence of the 
students during teacher talk may not necessarily indicate that the students are passive. 
Thinking could be taking place at a deeper level (Biggs, 1996) which can be elicited by 
DSSURSULDWHVWLPXOLDQGWDVNV:HDOVRQHHGWRNHHSLQPLQG.UDVKHQ¶VILOWHUK\SRWKHVLV
³You need comprehensible input, a low filter, a low-anxiety situation where people can 
IRFXVRQWKHPHVVDJHDQGQRWRQWKHIRUP´.UDVKHQS 
 
Moreover, the students need to be initiated into the Anglo-Saxon or Western culture of 
learning. In particular, coming with a background in Chinese academic writing, they need 
to learn the rhetoric and conventions for Western academic writing. According to Liu 
'HFHPEHU³FRQWHPSRUDU\&KLQHVHZULWLQJDQGHYHQQDWLYH-&KLQHVHVSHDNHUV¶
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English writing´DUHLQIOXHQFHGE\WZRVWULFWO\IRUPXODWHGUKHWRULFDOWUDGLWLRQVWKHBa Gu 
Wen (eight-legged) essay and Qi-Cheng-Zhuan-He (beginning-elaboration-transition-
conclusion). Both these traditional organisational patterns have been recognised as 
contributing tRLQGXFWLYHQHVVRULQGLUHFWQHVVLQ&KLQHVH()/(6/VWXGHQWV¶ZULWLQJS
2/6 (W)). In addition, the PRC students need to develop a greater sense of audience 
awareness when they write as, in their former exam-oriented EFL context, they wrote 
chiefly to satisfy course and exam requirements, their teachers and external examiners 
being the only target audience (Liu, 2010). Oral skills for discussion and presentation in 
an academic setting should also be learnt and practised to prepare the students for the 
demDQGVRIWKHLU8'3,IQHFHVVDU\WKHOHDUQHUV¶OLVWHQLQJDQGUHDGLQJVNLOOVFDQEH
strengthened through in-class and/or self-access exposure and practice. At the same time 
that these four skills are being built up, students can be guided to widen their grammatical 
structures and vocabulary usage.  
 
In addition to communicative competence, the PRC students need to develop intercultural 
competence. This is a necessary learning outcome given the multicultural setting that 
characterises most major universities in the Western countries and increasingly in Asia. 
However, besides information, the students also need practice in intercultural 
competence; this is not easy to achieve and may mean extra-curricular effort on the part 
of teachers. To facilitate the develoSPHQWRIWKHLUVWXGHQWV¶LQWHUFXOWXUDOFRPSHWHQFHWKH
staff teaching on the CELC BCs (SM2 and SM3) have used various approaches. Some of 
us host our students to a meal in our home, especially during the festive seasons of 
Christmas or the Chinese New Year, while others have taken small groups on visits to 
places of interest. A more formalised approach was described by Devlin and Peacock 
RIWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI6XQGHUODQG¶V/DQJXDJHDQG1HZV*URXS6/$1*7KH
weekly two-hour forum was initially facilitated by a staff member and conducted during 
the weekend. The informal meetings, open to staff, international students, their friends 
and families, begin with the discussion of some news stories. This often leads to 
interesting and unexpected exchanges on YDULRXVFXOWXUHV¶DWWLWXGHVEHOLHIVSUDFWLFHV
etc., helped along by refreshments reflecting particular cuisines or festivals. The 
LQWHUQDWLRQDOVWXGHQWV¶IHHGEDFNKLJKOLJKWHGWKHUHVXOWVWKDW6/$1*KHOSHGWKHPPDNH
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³TXLFNDQGHIIHFWLYHDGMXVWPHQWVWRWKHLUQHZOLIHVW\OH´SDQGVWXGLHV,WVVXFFHVV
was evident when one PhD student took over the facilitation and others chipped in to 
organise outings. This approach does seem promising if teachers are prepared to expend 
WKH³H[WUD´WLPHDQGHIIRUW 
 
Furthermore, the students may also be exposed to and given training in learning and 
practising strategies that go beyond memorisation, reciting and reviewing. For example, 
one participant in this study, QU, tended towards multimodality, using print, online, 
electronic, audio and/or visual materials. The learners just need to expand their repertoire 
and depth of strategies; they need not discard tried methods but refine them. For example, 
SCC not only memorised vocabulary but practised using the words in writing and 
speaking while SQ made vocabulary and content learning symbiotic by learning content 
and language together. Going beyond vocabulary learning to discourse and writing 
development, I would recommend that teachers encourage their students to keep a learner 
diary/log/blog and write regularly, say once a week or fortnight. The students may or may 
not submit their diaries to the teachers but they can be made aware of the many benefits 
for their learning journey. As I point out in Methodology, these benefits include self-
analysis of difficulties and achievements, attitudes towards language, use of strategies as 
well as growth in metacognitive awareness over time. If the teachers do get to read their 
VWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHUGLDULHVWKHLQIRUPDWLRQDQGIHHGEDFN can lead teachers to plan more 
effective classes and to better understand their students. For the current study, the diary 
helped the focal participants to be more reflective and critical towards their own learning 
and their learning contexts. It also allowed me a window into their concerns and progress, 
besides providing the data for this study. Thus, it proved to be a very useful tool for 
learning, teaching and a rich source of data for research. This finding resonates with 
1RUWRQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIthe diary study as a pedagogical practice: it can contribute 
WRZDUGVLQWHJUDWLQJ³IRUPDODQGQDWXUDOVLGHVRIODQJXDJHOHDUQLQJ´S 134).   
 
In terms of resources, to address the chief concerns of these students as indicated in the 
findings, vocabulary and speaking, until they grasp the bigger picture of communication, 
teachers may recommend materials that the learners could use independently. This 
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present generation of PRC students are likely to be digital natives. It is highly probable 
that social as well as academic communication is mediated by participation in digital 
environments such as social networking sites and blogs, websites, instant messaging, 
gaming, and voice and text messaging over cell phones (Thorne & Black, 2007). Thus, 
teachers can recommend corpuses and websites, such as the British National Corpus 
(BNC) and the Academic Word List (AWL) to provide learners a headstart in 
independent vocabulary learning. As for speaking, the spoken component of the 
$PHULFDQ1DWLRQDO&RUSXV$1&PD\EHDXVHIXOWRRO0F&DUWK\	2¶.HHIIH,W
may be necessary, however, for teachers to bear in mind that, while we encourage 
independent learning, guidance and monitoring are still needed to ensure that students 
learn in context. For example, we need to stress to the learners the importance of proper 
social and cultural contextualization of speaking activities (Hughes, 2002, as cited in 
0F&DUWK\	2¶.HHIIH). Learning from the resources in isolation may not prove 
helpful to these learners. 
 
We need also to support these young learners with the necessary human resources to aid 
them in their learning journey within the institution. For example, in NUS, the students 
should be provided with the necessary guidance and assistance by teachers. The former 
SM2/3 students (that is the SM2/3 imagined community), and the NUS student 
community can also be tapped upon and can prove a tremendous resource as mentors. 
Together the above groups can provide academic, linguistic and social support. At a 
higher level, the communication channels with the university officials and MOE officers 
ZKRDUHRYHUVHHLQJWKHOHDUQHUV¶DFDGHPLFDQGRWKHUPDWWHUVVKRXOGDOVREHNHSWRSHQ
Just as they were socialised into the TCCL, the PRC learners need help to be socialised 
into their new L2 learning context. The students themselves, however, should also be 
active and even pro-active to seize or create opportunities for themselves to practise the 
language skills most important to them. Drawing on a parallel context for postgraduate 
35&VWXGHQWVLQ$PHULFDQXQLYHUVLWLHVZHFDQUHIOHFWRQ+XDQJ¶VREVHUYDWLRQ
that, in addition to culture shock, new entrants also often experience learning shock when 
faced with unfamiliar learning and teaching methods. The researcher thus recommended 
that support mechanisms be built into a mentoring culture (involving both faculty and 
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peers) to open up channels of communication so that new students can learn to address 
their struggles. 
 
6.2.2 Designing and Handling Tasks: An Example 
 
In this section, I describe a sample task, one which I carried out in past SM3 classes, and 
how the task will be redesigned and handled differently in future. The research process 
has made me realise the challenges the students faced and the emotions they had to 
contend with. Thus, I intend to build in more teacher-student and student-student support. 
If necessary, I may allow the use of some Chinese in small group discussion in the initial 
phase of the BC. 
 
Speaking appeared to be the most difficult to master for many of the participants. They 
have to deal with content, delivery and the psychological barrier due to the fear of losing 
face, especially about the Oral Report (OR), which often surfaced in the data. Yet, it was 
also reported as a most useful activity that helped the participants to build their courage 
and confidence. Therefore, more attention should be given to this aspect of the course 
through guidance, training, time and exposure. My findings are also parallel with those 
PDGHE\/DPLQKHULQWHUYLHZZLWKVWXGHQWV³7KHPDMRULW\RIWKHLQWHUYLHZHHV
OLNHGWKHGXW\UHSRUWWKH\ZHUHDVVLJQHG«[which] helped build their confidence in 
VSHDNLQJ(QJOLVKWKH\FRXOGKDYHµPDQ\GLIIHUHQWWRSLFV¶ and they could share something 
>WKH\@OLNH´S 
 
Given below is the outline of how I would train students for the OR in a current/future 
BC. In the original OR, students delivered an oral report individually on any topic using 
recently learnt vocabulary. Thus, it was designed to give students practice in using 
vocabulary as well as speaking publicly. Beyond these original goals and with insights 
from the findings of the current study, I aim to extend the task to foster greater integration 
of skills, collaborative learning and development of confidence and competence. In the 
outline, I endeavor to show how students, working in small groups under the guidance of 
the teacher, can support one another in planning and delivering their OR. In the process, 
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they extend their skills in reading, listening, speaking and writing while incorporating the 
vocabulary and grammar they have learnt/acquired in the BC. The end result of the task is 
greater confidence and competence in learning English which would move them further 
along their learning journey. It is possible too that this collaborative and guided approach 
would eventually lead to greater learner autonomy. Judging from my teaching experience 
with recent EAP students who had been SM2 BC students before they matriculated as 
NUS freshmen, I envisage that the approach outline below would work well with future 
BC students. These recent EAP learners and former SM2 BC learners exhibited similar 
characteristics as the focal participants of this study VHH=&;¶Vself-report, p. 251). 
 
Outline for OR Training 
1. In the past, most teachers including myself left it to students themselves to prepare 
for and deliver their weekly OR. Then I listened, invited peer comment and gave 
comments, which constituted post-activity training. Teachers are usually very 
busy but making students individually responsible for their OR can be 
counterproductive. 
2. In the course of analysing the data, I came to understand how much pressure, 
uncertainty, and loneliness, initially at least, that students experienced while 
preparing for the OR. Yet there was usefulness and triumph for those who tried 
and progressed.  
3. Thus, in the first month of the BC, more teacher guidance and peer support can be 
given to provide expert-novice and novice-novice scaffolding. 
4. The aim is to help these students integrate different language skills and to provide 
training in collaborative learning. 
5. Each day, about 4 students give their OR so that all 20 students in a group give an 
OR over the five-day study week.  
6. One week to a few days before their ORs, I will initiate the training by sitting with 
the 4 students and chatting with them about the words they have recently learnt 
and how/where these are learnt. We will go on to discuss possible topics for their 
OR in a casual, suSSRUWLYHDWPRVSKHUH&KLQHVHLVDOORZHGZKHQWKH\DUH³VWXFN´
with choosing the right words to explain their decisions. Then they write their 
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short pieces in 150-200 words. Students read out their own pieces to the rest in the 
small group and elicit comments.  Open yet friendly peer feedback is encouraged. 
I will give constructive comments, and praise wherever possible.  
7. Students may see me one-to-one at first (Chinese students prefer this consultative 
approach to asking questions openly in a group) but I need to wean them off this 
practice by the end of the first or, at the latest, second month.  
8. I also teach the whole class speech delivery skills in the Western convention, such 
as eye contact and gestures, and model them prior to the first OR. I may get a 
good speaker to be peer model or show videos of good ORs. 
9. Students are to rehearse OR with a partner. Thus, I integrate skills for the task and 
scaffold the learning and practice.  
10. A post-OR small group discussion on what went well and what could be done 
better will be conducted to help students build on their performance and 
experience.  
11. To encourage my students to keep on making improvements, I will ask them to 
give themselves time to develop their competence and confidence. I may share the 
following view of mastery: 
³<RXDUHSURILFLHQWLQDODQJXDJHWRWKHH[WHQWWKDW\RXSRVVHVVLWPDNHLW\RXU
own, bend it to your will, assert yourself through it rather than simply submit to 
WKHGLFWDWHVRILWVIRUP«5HDOSURILFLHQF\LVZKHQ\RXDUHDEOHWRWDNHSRVVession 
of the language, turn it to your advantage, and make it real for you. This is what 
PDVWHU\PHDQV´:LGGRZVRQS 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Disembarkation 
 
In the Introduction, I described to the reader how I embarked on my PhD journey after I 
had taught and researched PRC students for nearly a decade. I had hoped that my research 
project would enable myself and colleagues similarly engaged in ELT to better support 
our PRC learners when we better understand their learner characteristics and transitions, 
to and during their sojourn in new L2 learning contexts. To spy out the land, I invited the 
reader to travel with me through the Review of Literature, pointing out the research 
findings on the Chinese culture of learning (TCCL), as well as well as those on the 
Chinese learners in study-abroad settings. The Methodology chapter presented us with a 
map of how the research project advanced in its quest for qualitative data; the multiple-
case study approach adopted; the four instruments deployed and the multi-tiered analysis 
employed. Ascending Findings, the reader and I looked back on the paths carved out by 
the seven focal participants; we then surveyed their key learner characteristics and 
transitions through the kaleidoscopic lens of TCCL, NUS Learning Context, Motivation, 
Beliefs, Strategies, Affective Domain, and Identity, Agency and Investment. Descending 
to Discussion and Pedagogical Implications, I attempted to make sense of the findings by 
drawing together the salient features to form a plausible composite map of the 
participants¶(QJOLVKOHDUQLQJMRXUQH\V for the reader and myself. Recommendations were 
then laid out as landmarks so that those coming after us on similar missions may not find 
themselves in uncharted territory. Arriving now finally at Conclusion of the thesis, it is 
time perhaps for the reader and myself to disembark from the journey undertaken as a 
result of this project.  
 
On the other hand, the seven young people, the focal participants who provided me with 
the possibility of carrying out this project, will continue in their English learning 
journeys, making more interesting and significant transitions, in search of their Ideal L2 
Self, which in turn is a changing entity as the learners develop in their overall identity. 
The NUS L2 context was but one segment of their journey and they are now on the next 
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leg of their quest. After these seven young people graduated from their UDP, 
interestingly, four of them remained in NUS in one capacity or another. SJW and QU 
were admitted to direct PhD programmes while RYP and QC were employed as research 
personnel in laboratories affiliated to the Engineering Faculty. Of the others, SCC started 
on a PhD programme in John Hopkins University in the USA while the remaining two 
joined the workforce: SQ in a technological firm and TC in Nanyang Technological 
University. I look forward to learning more about them in the years to come. 
 
However, before I take leave of the reader, let us look back on the insights we have learnt 
from the information that the participants have so generously shared of their learning 
journeys. Their experiences have offered us a glimpse into the world of the PRC learners 
and the transitions they made in moving from high school in China to NUS in Singapore. 
Let us now recall the landmarks of the study and reflect on possible limitations. 
 
Landmarks 
 
Through the findings of the project, we learnt that some of what is in the literature about 
TCCL and the Chinese learner was confirmed by the seven focal participants in their 
diaries, interviews and the autobiography. In fact, they themselves embodied some of the 
traits attributed to TCCL. However, not all their learner characteristics were those 
associated with TCCL. Thus, we can deduce from this that culture is foundational but not 
all encompassing. Moreover, transiting into and through the NUS learning context, these 
VWXGHQWV¶OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFs underwent changes that became most apparent at the time 
of their graduation. They had felt empowered by the opportunities given to them as well 
as those they created for themselves. There was tangible growth in their sense of their 
own competence and confidence as well as development in many aspects of their learner 
characteristics, namely, beliefs, strategies, motivation, identity and the affective domain. 
 
In their new learning context, the participants had a broader view of possibilities, and 
driven by newly minted or reshaped beliefs, they developed and adapted learning 
strategies to achieve their goals. These goals in turn drove their motivation and shaped 
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their identity. And their identity included not only their Ought-to Self working to succeed 
in a real community but also their Ideal L2 Self aspiring to a future, imagined community. 
Nor was it an all-cognitive enterprise; the findings show that affect was very much a part 
RIWKHVHOHDUQHUV¶WUDQVLWLRQWKURXJK186DZKROHVSHFWUXPRIHPRWLRQVIURP
fear/unease to happiness, shame to confidence, was experienced by the participants 
throughout this learning journey. It was heartening to note, however, that as they gained 
in competence, the learners also expressed greater happiness and confidence. Just as 
heartening was evidence that some of the participants had seen beyond the discrete 
elements of language, such as vocabulary and grammar, to grasp the value of real 
communication. However, the transitions were not all encompassing; some aspects of the 
learner characteristics had remained constant, for example, the belief in effort for 
achievement and the mainly instrumental motivation.  
 
<HWWKH³XQFKDQJLQJ´OHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVDUHQRWQHFHVVDULO\³bad´; as teachers to this 
group of students, we can take advantage of them to foster learning and build rapport. 
This is especially needful at the beginning of our contact with students newly arrived 
from a TCCL context, when they may have certain expectations of us, their teachers and 
therefore significant adults, in their learning journeys. We have, however, to guide them 
towards expanding their beliefs, strategies, and motivation as well as managing their 
emotions and developing their identity. Our goal is learner autonomy so that our 
pedagogy and support will move our PRC students along the path of becoming more 
independent learners. To this end, both curriculum and community are to be tapped for 
the resources to aid these learners in their English learning journey. When we have 
evidence that our PRC learners can function confidently and competently in both 
curriculum and community, our job is done. More than that, I believe that some of our 
students will go on to gain a measure of success in both, as we have seen of the 
participants of this study.  
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Limitations 
 
Going beyond the landmarks, let us let us now turn to examine the limitations of this 
study. First, in terms of numbers and approach, this study comprised seven participants 
and adopted a multiple-case study approach. As we have discussed in Methodology, one 
limitation of this small number and the case study approach is the difficulty with regard to 
generalisation. However, I have also argued that this limitation can be addressed or 
moderated with careful consideration during the processes of sampling, analysis and 
interpretation. The insights we gain from the depth of description and the attention to 
contextualisation can inform us richly of the phenomenon we seek to explore. In addition, 
as for the present study, we have also been given a longitudinal view of the transitions in 
the learner characteristics of the seven participants and the growth in their competence 
and confidence over nearly half a decade.  
 
Secondly, in terms of context, this study reports the findings from one university in one 
country; thus, the context also makes this project a case study in itself, albeit a multiple 
case one.  This may seem to constitute another limitation to its findings. On the other 
hand, this fact does not necessarily limit the usefulness of the insights to other learning 
contexts. As we have discussed in the literature review, PRC students in other study-
abroad contexts appear to experience the same challenges and transitions as the 
participants of this study. Instead, we may view NUS as a microcosm of the PRC study-
abroad experience, similar to that of many other universities in Asia and in the West. In 
terms of 186¶V large student population and faculty composition, there is a vibrant mix 
of local and international students and teachers, as seen from the data supplied by the 
participants of this study. Internationalisation also comes in the forms of tie-ups with 
other universities through student exchange programmes, twinning programmes and other 
alliances. The university is also a comprehensive one offering a myriad of degree 
programmes and modules. In terms of the quality of teaching, quantity and quality of 
research output, and facilities, NUS probably also has much to offer. To go on would 
sound like boasting; therefore, I shall desist, but the context of our study should not be a 
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serious limitation to colleagues who are similarly engaged in the teaching of English to 
PRC students in other ESL or EIL contexts. 
 
Thirdly, the sampling of this study may be faulted as the participants were arguably 
successful students who learnt English well enough to complete their UDP and go on to 
further studies or gainful employment. What about the unsuccessful students who fell by 
the wayside? Those who did not graduate or who barely scraped through? Moreover, 
those who responded to the email interview in their final year must have been motivated, 
enthusiastic students in the first place and thus likely to succeed in their UDP. As detailed 
in the Introduction and Methodology, I chose the path of opportunistic sampling in Stage 
2 of data collection when only seven out of the original 38 diarists responded. Moreover, 
there was a good distribution of personality type, family background, level of English 
proficiency, overall performance and subject major among the seven and these 
differences showed up in the findings and their paths after graduation. Even among the 
high achievers, SJW, SCC and QU, who went to PhD programmes, the differences in 
their learner characteristics and transitions were apparent. Thus, the sampling did not 
seem to have skewed the results.   
 
Finally, it may be thought that the study could be a little outdated as the data were 
collected between 2006 and 2010. Since it is common knowledge that China is 
continually changing, socially and economically at least, surely, the current cohorts of 
young students leaving for universities abroad must be somewhat different from the 
participants of this study? We can imagine the former to be more sophisticated, more 
tech-savvy, more proficient in English and more confident than their ³VHQLRUV´"3HUKDSV
so but then again perhaps not. I believe the fundamentals have remained the same. Last 
semester (August to November, 2013), to find out what the current PRC students are like, 
I invited the former SM2 students and current NUS freshman in my EAP class to write a 
short paragraph. The broad topic was either the highlights of their English learning 
journey or their view on the importance of English for their academic and professional 
careers. It was entirely voluntary and only five responded. The small number was not 
unexpected; they were busy at the beginning of term with much to adjust to. Moreover, I 
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was new to them and they probably did not feel the need to accept my invitation. But the 
results of the content analysis were interesting as they were reminiscent of those in my 
study; these younger students did not seem very different from theLU³VHQLRUV¶ZKR 
participated in my project. Very briefly, TCCL, was mentioned by JY and ZCX; 
transitions in the NUS learning context was cited by JY; the L2 learning experience, 
especially those associated with teachers, by SRY and ZCX; belief in effort by ZCX; 
motivation by XYY and ZCX (instrumental) and CLY and ZCX (integrative); agency and 
demotivation by ZCX; imagined community by XYY and ZCX; strategies by SRY and 
ZCX; the affective domain by most of them. We can see from the above that ZCX 
seemed to have covered most of the themes of this current study and for that reason, I 
have reproduced his paragraph below for WKHUHDGHU¶VUHIHUHQFH:   
 
I started OHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKDWSULPDU\RQH,WZDVDQHZWKLQJWRPH$WWKDWDJH,¶PVR
curious about new things and that was the first and the most important point in my journey. 
Different vocabulary, different pronunciation, different grammar and different way of 
writing, all these differences attracted me to go further and deeper. That was where my 
journey started. However, after the passion of finding differences gone, what left was just 
WKHURXWLQHRIOHDUQLQJDQHZODQJXDJHPHPRUL]LQJDQGSUDFWLFLQJ,GRQ¶Wwant to say but 
learning English started boring me when I was about 10 or 11. At that time, I just 
FRQVLGHUHGOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKDVDWDVNDQG,QHHGHGWRUHSHDW³1RSDLQQRJDLQ´WLPHDQG
time again to force me carry on because I know the importance of English as an 
LQWHUQDWLRQDOODQJXDJH,GLGQ¶WHQMR\P\VHOIOHDUQLQJ(QJOLVKWKRVHGD\VEXWVRPHKRZ,
GLGQ¶WJLYHXS,EHOLHYHLI,NHSWFDUU\LQJRQJRRGWKLQJVZRXOGKDSSHQLQWLPH,WGLG
happen when I was 15. I went to an English camp at summer holiday and got to know a 
teacher with great passion and his teaching style inspired me. He made me realize learning 
English is joyful. At that time, I made up my mind to study overseas. I fall in love with this 
language and I feel motivated to improve my English. 
 
+DYLQJ³GHIHQGHG´the value of my study despite the limitations, I will proceed to suggest 
possible research directions that could emerge from my research. New pathways that can 
be forged for future studies on PRC learners or even other international students are 
discussed in the next section. 
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Directions 
 
First, the current study using a longitudinal, qualitative, multiple-case study, and 
multiple-instrument approach to gather data has served to highlight that methodology 
makes a difference to the findings. One contribution of this study is its in-depth 
examination of the Chinese learners based on data supplied by the focal participants 
themselves; they were given the opportunity to tell us their experiences, thoughts, 
feelings, actions, sense of identity, hopes and plans, in relation to their English learning. 
This in in contrast to previous studies on PRC students as cited in the literature review, 
where the findings were based mainly on observations by teachers, often Western ones, or 
quantitative surveys carried out on a whole cohort. Thus, I recommend for future research 
on PRC or other groups of students the use of similar in-depth, triangulated, qualitative 
approaches where participants are given a chance and a voice to share their learning 
journeys. This has the potential for yielding rich, authentic data that will help us to learn 
more about the characteristics and transition experiences of our students. This in turn will 
help us better support them in their English learning journeys.  
 
Secondly, for a greater potential for generalisability, this study can be replicated with a 
larger number of PRC participants. As for sampling, where the luxury of choice is 
available, researchers can try to ensure an equitable distribution of participants from 
different regions, institutions, and socio-cultural backgrounds for the best possible 
outcomes. However, for multiple-case studies, the amount of data gathered using multiple 
instruments over several years is likely to be massive. It would be necessary for 
researchers to carefully plan the management and analysis of the data.  
 
Thirdly, to study the impact of different ESL or EIL contexts, a comparison of study-
abroad contexts can be explored. Researchers have ample choice among universities in 
the West where increasing numbers of PRC students have enrolled themselves. 
Opportunities are also present in similar settings in Asia and elsewhere among English 
medium universities. The comparison and contrast of the results and implications from 
different contexts is an exciting possibility.  
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Fourthly, due to its use of opportunistic sampling, this study has focused on arguably 
successful learners who made significant progress in their learning journeys. It would be 
instructive to conduct a similar qualitative and triangulated study on weaker students who 
may have difficulties in making progress. The findings from such a study would provide 
valuable information for supporting this group in making the necessary transitions in their 
learning journeys.  
 
Having considered general directions for future research on PRC or other groups of 
international students, we now survey more specific areas that could be studied. A study 
RQWKHVWUHQJWKRI7&&/¶VLQIOXHQFHRQUHFHQWVXFceeding cohorts of senior high school 
graduates seems a worthwhile future project. The findings can inform the curriculum and 
pedagogy of higher education in both China and study-DEURDGFRQWH[WV:LWK&KLQD¶V
development and push for reforms in LWV(/7WKHUHLVVSHFXODWLRQWKDW7&&/¶VLQIOXHQFH
is being gradually eroded. However, this has to be borne out by careful research. 
 
In addition WR7&&/¶VLQIOXHQFHZHPD\H[DPLQHWKHVSHFLILFOHDUQHUFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI
Chinese learners. For example, is their motivation to learn English still largely 
instrumental? Do they still believe strongly that effort is the supreme factor for success in 
learning English? What strategies do they employ for learning vocabulary? Do emotions 
still feature prominently in their learning journeys? What kinds of identities do they 
possess or aspire to possess? Along with these characteristics, what sorts of transitions do 
they experience through time and space, especially in a longitudinal study? 
 
The mention of transitions leads me to my own transformation as a result of the project. I 
had sought to learn more about my PRC students; in the process of studying them, I learnt 
that I started with TCCL learner characteristics myself and transited from being an L2 
learner to becoming an L1 learner in my own English learning journey. I had wanted to 
help them grow as English learners but learnt to grow as a person from their generosity, 
determination and vision. I had expected at the outset to finish this project in five years; 
instead, I took ten and learnt so much more besides the project itself: humility, tenacity, 
patience. But that is what the researchers before me had forewarned: your research can 
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change you. I should really disembark now; I have said such a long goodbye in this 
conclusion when I had intended it to be concise and academic. I ardently hope the reader 
has enjoyed this journey as much as I have and my project will be a help to colleagues 
and students in their journeys. 
 
Fare ye well! 
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Appendix A: Former PRC SM Students 
 
Learning Journeys of Pre-2006 PRC SM2 or SM3 Bridging Course Students 
 
 
1. ZZG (SM3 1997) 
 
From monologue to communication 
 
Despite my confidence with my English proficiency when I arrived at Singapore, the 
English language remained an instrument of literature. I could appreciate it, write in it, 
and even perform on stage, but it was not a way of communication. Everything that I said 
was prepared. I did not ask any question that I did not know the answer. And I was 
expecting the same from the others. I was comfortable with what I was capable of, until 
VRPHWKLQJµRXWRIURXWLQH¶DIHZPRQWKVODWHUFKDQJHGP\DWWLWXGH 
 
Upon our arrival, the Ministry of Education helped arrange POSBank to open saving 
accounts for all the Chinese students. (Note: It was long before the acquisition of 
POSBank by DBS.) It was convenient, and served all the purposes, until the second 
quarter of 1997, when I needed to deposit a foreign cheque. I went to the POSBank 
branch in Yusof Ishak House and approached the counter. I thought that it was a really 
easy task ± the only uncertainties were the exchange rate and the delay before the fund 
would be available in my account balance. But to my greatest surprise, I was told that it 
FRXOGQRWEHGRQH,QVSLWHRIZKDWLWVQDPHPLJKWLPSO\326%DQNZDV³3RVW2IILFH
6DYLQJV´and a non-banking financial institution. This sounds silly now, but I was frozen 
at that moment. I was facing a situation that was completely out my knowledge and I was 
not prepared. I suddenly became speechless and quietly left the bank, confused. 
When I calmed down, and thought it over, the solution was rather simple. I opened 
another account with DBS and deposited the cheque. But it was the few minutes in 
POSBank that shocked me, and made me think again about what I had to do with this 
µODQJXDJH¶ 
 
Tolerance of accents 
 
For historical and political reasons, when I grew up, American English was the de facto 
standard spoken language. Outside the classrooms in Singapore, I had to face a new way 
of speaking ± WKH4XHHQ¶V(QJOLVKZLWKD6LQJDSRUHDQIODYRXU,W took me quite some 
time to adapt to the environment. But this experience helped me greatly later on, when I 
began to have contacts with people from different parts of the world, with very different 
accents and varied levels of proficiency.  
 
Speaking proper English 
 
)ROORZLQJ3ULPH0LQLVWHU*RK¶VVSHHFKLQDQGWKHODXQFKRIWKH6SHDN*RRG
English Movement, I realised the potential issue of speaking in an ungrammatical way, 
especially in my future career development. From then on, although as an identity of a 
proud member of the Singaporean society, I kept my Singaporean accent, including the 
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rhythm and stresses, I tried always to speak in a grammatically correct way, and as far as 
possible, to speak in full sentences. This has been proven an effective way to demonstrate 
good education and professionalism in my later career. 
 
The working language of an international group 
 
$IWHUP\0%$,MRLQHGRQHRIWKHZRUOG¶VODUJHVWSHWURODQGJDVHQJLQHHULQJILUPV
Despite its French origin, it has established a global organisation with more than 200 
VXEVLGLDULHVLQFRXQWULHV,WLVRQO\QDWXUDOWKDW(QJOLVKKDVEHHQFKRVHQDVWKHJURXS¶V
official working language.  
My job has given me the opportunities to travel across borders and communicate with 
colleagues from different parts of the world. English language is essential to make my job 
even possible. 
,QWKHIXWXUH,¶OOFRQWLQXHWRLPSURYHP\)UHQFKDQG6SDQLVKDQGPLJKWHYHQSLFNXS
another language like Portuguese if necessary. Nevertheless, English will remain a key to 
any of my future roles and responsibilities in the working environment. 
 
 
2. XJ (SM3 1998) 
 
Learning English during 6-month intensive course 
 
I knew little English before I went to Singapore. I answered less than half of the questions 
in the entry exam of English intensive course.  
When I looked back, I really learnt tremendously during the 6-month intensive course. I 
tried memorising words in the dictionary, which is not an effective way. I read fairy tales, 
but could not appreciate the stories due to unrecognised words. I listened to BBC at least 
3 times a week, each time more than 30 minutes. Many months later, I started to 
understand news headlines. I was even longing to dream in English, but it only happened 
long after. 
 
Adapt to the Singaporean accent and learn technical writing skills in NUS 
 
After six-month intensive course, it was still difficult to understand classmates and some 
professors in the first semester of undergraduate study, as some of them carry strong 
Singaporean accent. I picked up Singaporean accent shortly after I made friends with 
local students.  
I was elected Secretary in IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers) NUS 
Student Branch (What a joke!), and was responsible for all external written 
communications. I studied all the formal letters in the past years to IEEE Singapore and 
various companies, and spent 4 hours preparing my first letter, with 3 sentences. After 
one year, writing formal letters became a piece of cake. 
,WRRNWKHFRXUVHRI³WHFKQLFDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ´IRUVHPHVWHUVLQ186'XULQJWKH
course, I learnt how to formulate technical report, memorandum, meeting minutes and 
how to prepare oral presentation. It was really useful in writing laboratory reports and in 
my professional life as an  
engineer.  
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Reading regularly in English through reading Bible and the daily bread 
 
I started regularly attending church in 1999. Since then, I have been reading in English 
spontaneously through reading bible and the daily bread. Whenever I had difficulties in 
study or personal life, I read Psalms and Proverbs, and sometimes Revelation. 
Through weekly bible study group, I ought to think and discuss many subjects and 
matters in English.  
 
Use English as a daily language through living in Sweden 
 
After using English for 6 years, I was able to work in English. When I arrived in Sweden, 
I knew very few English words for food, clothes or words dealing with daily life. It had 
been possible to buy food and clothes by speaking Mandarin in Singapore. 
My landlord was a Swedish girl, and the common language was English. After one year 
living together, we both improved in English. During this year, I learned to speak proper 
English, with little Singaporean accent and without mixing Chinese words and English 
words in the same sentence.  
 
Build up vocabularies from preparing GRE test 
 
In October 2005, I spent 1 month preparing GRE test. I did not obtain a good score on 
GRE, but learnt many vocabularies which are not used in my daily and professional life, 
e.g. sapphire, armistice and sanctimonious. Later I found that it became easier to read 
newspaper and even professional journals, and reading became a real pleasure.  
 
Revise and learn grammar from preparing GMAT test 
 
In 2010/2011, I spent half a year preparing GMAT test. During this period, I revised and 
learnt some important grammar rules. For example, how to use the appositive? How to 
GLIIHUHQWLDWH³LW´DQG³WKLV´DVSURQRXQ",QWKLVSURFHVV,OHDQWWRZULWHPRUHFRQFLVHO\
and precisely in English.  
 
Some facts 
 
I could understand English films 6 years after I went to Singapore.  
I could not understand some English songs even today. 
Reading in English became a pleasure in 2006. 
The more French I learn, the more I find English is easy to learn.  
 
Role of English in professional life 
 
The ability of communicating in English (and Chinese) is a key advantage to find a job in 
France. English is truly an international language in big companies and international 
organisations.  
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3. GYP (SM3 1999) 
 
Dear Ms Fong, 
 
Thanks for your email. Below is my writing about my english learning experience. 
Maybe it is not well organized. Let me know if I missed something useful to you. 
 
I came to Singapore in November 1998. I was sent to an English course in NUS before I 
started my engineering course in NTU. The English course includes reading, writing, 
listening and grammar, which is similar to what I was taught in China. However, the only 
and most important difference is that the course is conducted in English in NUS but in 
mandarin in China. That is more helpful to improve my listening and speaking in English. 
Although I could read and write English before I came to Singapore, I had to admit I 
faced plenty of difficulties in listening and speaking English. Now I still remember that I 
could not understand anything, even the homework, in the first English class conducted 
by an Indian teacher. In the daytime, I learned English in the class. In the evening, I 
reviewed all the new vocabularies learned and tried to read local English newspaper. 
Besides, I would also go to Internet chat room to chat with people there in English so that 
I could apply what I have learned. 
 In China I studied English just for passing the examination because there was no 
occasion for me to apply it. But in Singapore I studied it for surviving, to be more 
precisely, for better surviving. I have to understand English because all the subjects in the 
university are taught in English, and all the homework and exam papers are also written 
in English. It is very difficult for one to find a good job after graduation if one cannot 
speak English and express oneself well in English. English is so common in daily life in 
Singapore that one has to master English in order to lead a better life here. 
English is becoming a basic and important tool for me nowadays. It is used in my daily 
job, e.g. writing emails to colleagues and customers, communicating with people who can 
only speak and write English. Mastering English is a must because all the documents in 
the company are written in English. 
 
Best regards, 
YP 
 
4. HSJ (SM2 2002) 
Dear Ms Fong 
 
Sorry for the late reply, I was just discharged from hosital yesterday after giving birth. 
Below is the essay. Hope it not too late.  
 
Thanks and best regards 
SJ 
 
When first came to Singapore, I still followed pretty much the learning method of English 
formed under the English education environment in China, which focuses on vocabulary 
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and grammar. After started the bridging course, a lot of effort was made on speaking, 
reading and writLQJ,WZDVQRWHDV\WRFKDQJHRQH¶VOHDUQLQJKDELW+RZHYHUZLWKWKH
help from each teacher, the switch was made successfully. 
 
When I recalled nowadays, it was in the English bridging course that my English 
improved the most and the fastest. By exercising spoken English, the flow of the 
language was more fluent and the accent was corrected. Wide reading is a fast way to 
master a language. Personally I gained a lot of language knowledge and new vocabulary 
by a lot of reading and writing exercise. 
English has been a very important part of my study and work. Without mastering the 
universal language, I was not able to go to overseas for exchange study; I was not able to 
have free-and-easy trips to different countries; I was not able to have job trainings in 
USA. I am very grateful to have the English bridging course, which helped me to build up 
a solid foundation and good starting point.  
 
 
5. LZR (SM2 2002) 
 
I started learning English only since I was around 14 years old when I was in secondary 
school. At that time, our learning was more focused on listening and written English. 
After I joined the NUS bridging course, I certainly gained much more exposure to spoken 
English while English learning, the whole process to me had been very different from 
before. One clear difference was we were taught to implement what we have learnt by 
speaking up rather than merely memorizing the vocabulary. I strongly felt that I could 
master the word much better when I was using it. Besides, we started from learning quite 
simple yet interesting materials which really helped to build my passion and confidence 
about English. Importantly the teachers (I remember Ms F, Mr S, Ms L and another thin 
tall lady whose name I cannot recall at the moment) were all very patient and 
encouraging. They could always think of different ways to motivate us keep expressing 
ourselves in English. In such environment, though I was still struggling with the language 
at that time, I was much keener to communicate in English. My passion about English 
stayed on throughout university. The more I practiced, the better I could speak. I actively 
participated in various university events to talk to people from everywhere, to share our 
culture in English which brought me a lot of fun. Meanwhile, all subjects were in English, 
my reading speed had been increasing year after year which allowed me to learn much 
faster. After several years, I gradually realized that my thinking became in English. It is a 
sign that this language had been a natural tool to me. This tool has substantial importance 
in my career as I first worked in a US company which required me to work with people 
from Asia, Europe and America. Good English language allowed me to communicate 
effectively and work competently. Now though I am in a Chinese firm, English is still 
critical since we frequently meet non-Chinese counterparties with the globalization and 
we read English materials most of the time.  
 
Thanks & Regards, 
ZR 
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6. HRT (SM3 2005) 
 
Dear Ms Fong, 
 
Nice to hear that you come back to Singapore. I hope you have had a great trip!  
About the short write-up, sure, I would like to. The following is some of my thought and 
feel.  
I remember when I first came to Singapore, language was really the first challenge for 
me. Luckily I had a chance to go through a bridging course for English practice. I found 
that six months training was very helpful as I was forced to speak in English which we 
never experienced when we were learning English back in our country, because we did 
not have such environment to use the tool. I could still memorize all those discussion on 
certain subjects such ECO system, society, or even science of sex; role plays; and games 
from the text books. It helped me build up my confidence of speaking in English.  
 
After that we entered the University to start our bachelor degree learning journey, from 
which I did start to use English as a tool, for course study, group discussion, report 
writing, and presentation etc. It was really not easy and I found the different people speak 
in different versions of English. We have Singlish of course, Indian English, Vietnam; 
Cambodia, all speak in their local accents. But I enjoyed talking to them, although it was 
difficult at the beginning, I just asked them to speak slower, and repeated if I could not 
catch it. As time went on I did learn many interesting things and history about their 
countries, and of course, getting more used to their talking.   
 
Now as I graduated from University, I have been living and studying in Singapore for 
almost six years. How time flies! I went on practicing my English by joining club like 
Toastmaster to give myself more chances to make speech in public. I went through many 
interviews for looking for a job, and I could tell that I was getting more used to English. I 
did presentations sometimes as my job required. It is actually not that difficult if I did 
prepare well for it. I just need to be very clear about what I am going to present.  
 
However, we are never perfect. Hence the journey of learning English never stops. I just 
want to make a point that to learn no matter what language it is, the only way is to 
practice and use it as much as possible. Regardless which level we are, just never stop 
practicing, we should be confident that one day in the future, sooner or later, we could use 
it as a tool!      
 
Haha, just some of my ideas, Ms Fong.  
 
As Nov and Dec are going to have more holiday, GY and I will try to visit you at you 
convenience. Please suggest us when you will be more free and let us arrange.  
 
Best regards, 
RT     
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Appendix B: Poem 
 
The Pipa Player by Fong Yoke Sim 
Composed after attending a Singapore Chinese Orchestra Concert (1987/8) 
 
She clasps her pipa1, 
Her embrace at once tender, tenacious.  
From her fingers are wrung, no,  
From her being, 
The tragedy of Xianglin Sao2. 
She writhes,  
She agonizes. 
 
Can mere wood and string 
Vibrate with such pulsing  
Of the human heart? 
 
The lyrical parts, methinks, 
Are too youthful, too light 
For one like the widow. 
<HWLVQ¶WVKHKXPDQ 
And feeling 
And young once? 
Like the pipa player? 
Like myself? 
 
Why does this Chinese piece 
Stir up such thought and feeling? 
Why does every fierce thundering 
And soft caress 
Reverberate in heart and mind? 
Which the grandest of  
Western symphonies cannot do? 
Was it my acquaintance  
:LWK/X;XQ¶V3 story? Or  
The call of my blood? 
 
My roots are Chinese 
Sprung from a seed 
Transplanted onto Singapore soil 
But my foliage is western 
Engendered by an English education. 
And it takes Xianglin Sao 
To bring to the surface 
Of my consciousness 
The twining in my soul. 
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1The pipa is a four stringed lute (or Chinese guitar) with a pear-shaped body. See Pipa ± Chinese 
Lute. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.philmultic.com/pipa/ 
 
2 A music comSRVLWLRQWKHWLWOHPHDQV³0UV;LDQJOLQ´,WLVEDVHGRQWKHFKDUDFWHURIWKHVDPH
QDPHLQ/X;XQ¶VVKRUWVWRU\1HZ<HDU¶V6DFULILFH. See http://history.cultural-
china.com/en/60History7913.html and http://www.chinaculture.org/gb/en_artqa/2003-
09/24/content_38399.htm 
 
3 Lu Xun. See /X;XQ&KLQD¶V*UHDWHVW0RGHUQ:ULWHU(2009). Retrieved from 
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/china_1900_luxun.htm 
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Appendix C: Examples of Coding of Data 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure C.1 &RGLQJRI6XPPDU\RI64¶VDiary 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure C.2 &RGLQJRI48¶V(PDLO,QWHUYLHZ 
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Figure C.3 &RGLQJRI7&¶V$XWRELRJUDSK\ 
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Appendix D: 7&¶V$XWRELRJUDSK\ 
  
English Learning Journey 
 
I was born in a medium size town in central south China. My father is junior middle 
school math teacher and my mother is a civil servant. I started learning English in junior 
middle school. And my mom had placed strong emphasis on my English language 
education. Acting on the contention that a good beginning is crucial to learning English, 
she urged me to follow English tapes. Though my parents generally oppose extra tuition, 
they sent me to one of the few tuition classes I ever had, going through each English 
phonetic symbols carefully. 
 
One of the key figures that exert strong influence on me about learning English is Li 
Yang, the founder of Crazy English. He is a strong advocate to learning by listening to 
native speeches and reading aloud (or perhaps shouting crazily). I can not remember how 
many mornings following his advice I read English aloud till my mouth got dry and 
exhausted. 
 
My junior middle school English teacher encouraged students to learn texts by heart. And 
I had always been the best one in my class in reciting texts. Though I could recite the text 
in a nice tone, I had a lot of mispronunciation at that time. Despite the fact that I could 
pronounce correctly most of the phonetic symbols isolated, I could not do when they 
came in words. Fully aware of my mistakes, I found it insurmountable to correct myself 
following the dubiously standard tapes accompany the English textbooks. 
 
After junior middle school, I enrolled into the best senior middle school in my town. In 
the first semester there, in addition to the regular English class, we had English speaking 
class, forty minutes per week, taught by a New Zealand lady who was the only foreign 
teacher at the school. Later, only regular English class, typical test preparation style 
education, remained. The management of the school was questioned why not let native 
speakers teach English class. I remember the answers was that native speakers could not 
understand Gaokao and its imparts on middle school education. 
 
Through Gaokao, I enrolled into a decent collage in China, where I did not stay for long. 
Soon I received the offer of scholarship to study in Singapore. My family had no 
skepticism on the wisdom of accepting the offer. And the education I received at National 
University of Singapore (NUS) has changed my life radically. 
 
When I first arrived in Singapore, after I spoke up for one sentence or two, local people 
could immediately tell my origin and always switched to speak Chinese (with the 
exception to people who could not speak Chinese). The fact that Singaporean spoke 
Chinese to me came about due to their hospitability and recognition of me as a member of 
the family of Chinese race. However, that came to me as an embarrassing or painful 
reminder of my poor English; I reckoned if I could speak Standard English, people would 
take me as person from an Anglophone country. 
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Recognizing the limited English language skills and ability of me and fellow scholars, the 
scholarship program started with intensity English bridge course, which has prepared us 
for university courses instructed in English. In this six months course, we practiced 
English conversation between teacher and student and we also had group discussion 
among the class. This course trained us to write argumentative essays, which was a pain 
to me for I had trouble to come up examples to argue about the point which can be right 
or wrong as a matter of degree. As commented by one of my teachers, I also made a lot of 
spelling errors in writing my exam essays. Included in our course notes, there is one 
particular essay. It was written by a student in previous batch and is so beautiful and 
impressive that it has been motivating me to study hard in writing. 
 
Though I did not like writing argumentative essays, I got pretty involved in the English 
debate in the course. I was not good at defending points but I had no trouble in 
recognizing the fallacies in an argument. But still it takes language skills and wisdom in 
pointing out fallacies and refuting the argument. I was not really good at that and only 
reached the second round in the English debate competition. Nonetheless, I think that was 
an excellent learning experience for it motivated me to practice articulating myself. 
 
The bridging course also offered us opportunity to practice presentation skills. We had 
weekly individual reports presented to the class. In addition to that, students, three or four 
persons per team, carried out a small project that included a survey and we presented our 
results once to our class and another time to half of the students in the program.  The 
presentation skills acquired, together with team spirit, become vital in many projects I did 
in university. 
 
In National University of Singapore, I studied physics and I read a lot of books on 
philosophy and history of science, which has not only improved my reading skills 
significantly but led me to thinking in English. 
 
In my third year in college, I embarked on student exchange program to US, which is 
absolutely an Anglophone country. Often, people take it for granted that living in a 
country like US improves oral English rapidly. Well, that is not true at least in my case. 
$QG,DUJXHWKDWSHRSOH¶VDFFHQWEHFRPHVKDUGWRFKDQJHDVSHRSOHJURZXS 
 
However, few things are unattainable by hard work. And in fact no one could plead age 
any longer after meeting someone like the following restaurant servant. On entering a 
Chinese Buddha restaurant in US, I was greeted by a Chinese servant, in his 30s, who 
spoke in perfect American accent (as far as my hearing concerned). While I was eating, I 
heard him talking to his colleagues in perfect Chinese. And I reckoned he must have been 
in US since an early age. When prompted, he told me he had been US for only six 
months, putting me in wild astonishment. By then, I had been receiving English education 
for three years and spent nearly one year in US, yet my speeches were still frequently 
LQWHUUXSWHGE\³3DUGRQ"´RU³DK"´1HHGOHVVWRVD\,IHOWWHUULEO\DVKDPHG,DVNHGKLP
KRZKHOHDUQW(QJOLVKVRZHOO+HDQVZHUHG³E\GLOLJHQFH´ 
 
Ever since then, I have been paying more attentions to learning English. I dusted off 
learning English materials like New Concept English and Crazy English. I download 
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podcasts from CNN, NBC. In Singapore, I turn on my FM radio to pick up the readily 
available BBC World Service. When choosing Final Year Project supervisor in NUS, I 
kept in mind that I should not end up practicing Chinese with people. I chose a professor 
from Germany, of whose group half do not speak Chinese. The other half, of course, 
spoke Chinese to me on welcoming me into the lab. But I insisted on speaking English 
and soon they accepted it. During my year long project, they bore with confusions 
resulted from my blurred English. And I am grateful to many corrections they made to 
my language. 
 
Recently, I embarked on the task of searching for room rental in Singapore, consequently 
made quite a number of phone calls and I was glad to find that I am gradually getting rid 
of Chinese accent in my English. Some people I called suspected I was an Indian. Once, I 
called a senior lady, to whom I told multiple times that I am from China. She could not 
believe it. After I dispelled any doubts by speaking Chinese, she told me she thought I 
was from France. 
 
By the way, I am not in denial of my race, nationality or identity. I feel proud of being 
Chinese, for we are diligent people. And we will be better off if we can speak Standard 
English. 
 
But France is notorious for poor English. One day, I believe, I will hear from the other 
HQGRIWKHOLQH³,WKRXJK\RXZHUHIURP86´ 
 
Sep 12, 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
287 
 
Appendix E: The Bridging Course 
 
To give the reader a sense of the learning context that the PRC students experienced 
during the BC, I provide in this appendix an overview of the objectives, format, activities, 
assessment, schedule and course content. To balance this formal framework, I will also 
describe their life outside of NUS.   
 
x The Bridging Course in NUS 
 
For the 2006 SM3 (14th Batch) students, their BC ran for twenty-three weeks from 
January to June. In CELC, each SM3/SM2 programme is headed by an Administrative 
Coordinator and a Materials Coordinator. While the Administrative Coordinator looks 
after the interests of students and tutors, and liaises with the MOE, NUS administration 
and CELC management for the smooth running of the course, the Materials Coordinator 
plans the syllabus and activities and selects the textbooks and supplementary materials.    
 
The homepage for the BC captured the following information regarding the objectives, 
format, activities and assessment of the course (SM3 Intensive English Programme, 
2004). 
 
x Objectives 
 
Overall, the objective of the course was to raise the level of English proficiency of SM3 
students from the entry secondary one level to secondary four level. The specific 
objectives of the course were to:   
x XSJUDGHVWXGHQWV¶FRPPXQLFDWLYHFRPSHWHQFHWKURXgh developing their listening, 
speaking, reading and writing skills, and widening their grammatical structures 
and vocabulary usage.  
x familiarise students with English for academic purposes by inculcating skills in 
report writing, argumentation, oral presentation, etc.  
x equip students with intercultural communicative competence, which is vital for 
effective communication in a multi-cultural setting. 
 
x Format, Activities and Assessment 
 
The whole cohort of 2006 SM3 students were divided into eight groups of about 21, each 
taught by four or five teachers. The groups met Monday to Friday from 9am to 5pm, with 
a lunch break of 1.5 hours, for lessons and activities. Besides using textbooks and other 
course materials, all students participated in two projects: (a) an academic group project 
culminating in a report and a project presentation, and (b) a series of three events 
comprising a story telling competition, an essay competition and a debate series. These 
activities were aimed at providing students with opportunities to use the language skills in 
different contexts, and also at keeping the students' motivation at a high level.    
 
A number of interesting activities were planned for the programme, including Learning 
Journeys to Kampong Glam and New Water plant. Tutors of each group also organised 
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hospitality programmes: visits to scenic spots in Singapore, dinner at the tutor's home, 
participation in cultural programmes, etc.    
 
There were five exams/tests in the course: pre-test, preliminary test, two progress tests 
and post-test. The pre-test and post-WHVWZHUHFRPSDUDEOHWRWKHµ2¶OHYHOH[DP7KH
preliminary test was comparable to a Singapore secondary 1 level test. The two progress 
tests were comparable to secondary 2 level and secondary 3 level tests respectively.    
 
x Schedule and Content 
 
,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHKRPHSDJHWKH7XWRUV¶+DQGERRNIRUDOVRJLYHVDZHHN-by-week 
breakdown of lessons and activities of the syllabus. This provides a framework for 
conducting the course over two phases. Reproduced below are two tables from the 
handbook: Table E.1 is a summary of the course schedule and content while Table E.2 
reflects a typical week in the SM3 programme. 
 
 
Phase Duration Tests Major Activities Textbooks Used 
 
Phase 1 
(Proficiency) 
Weeks 1-11 
(03.01.06 ± 
17.03.06) 
 Pre-Test 
[04.01.06 (written) & 
05.01.06 (oral)] 
 Preliminary 
Test (13.01.06) 
 Progress Test 1 
(03.03.06) 
 
 Learning  
Journey 1 
(27.01.06) 
 
 Class Story- 
telling (27.02.06) 
 Tapestry 3:  
Listening/ 
Speaking (T L/S) 
 Tapestry 3:  
Reading (T R) 
 Developing  
Composition 
Skills  (R & G) 
 General English 
(GE) 
 Further  
Communication 
Strategies 
(F Com) 
 Grammar Review 
(Grammar R) 
 Supplementary  
Materials (Supp) 
Recess Week 8 
(22.02.06 ± 
24.02.06) 
Week 16 
(17.04.06 ± 
21.04.06) 
 
  
Phase 2 
(Proficiency 
& EAP) 
Weeks 12-23 
20.03.06 ± 
09.06.06) 
 Progress Test 2 
(28.04.06) 
 Post-Test 
(09.06.06  
oral & written) 
 Learning  
Journey 2 
(19.05.06) 
 Debate 
(26.05.06) 
 Project 
Presentation 
(01.06.06) 
 
 
 
Table E.1: Summary of Course Schedule and Content 
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Week 4 
Theme in focus: Computer & the Internet 
 
23.01.06 Mon R & G Ch2/p28-50 
Narrating: paragraph 
As: P45-46 Do writing assignment 2: Point of View 
 
24.01.06 Tue The structure of an essay supp 
p60-70 
Grammar R: R & G Ch1/p215-
220 
Dependent clauses, subordinators  
& connecting words  
As: Write an essay 
 
 
Supp reading: Crying for Help on the 
Internet 
Digital World: a gapped text supp 
p71-78 
25.01.06 Wed &RPSXWHUKHOSOLQHVHHWHDFKHUV¶
manual p16-18 for 
dialogue/teaching procedures) 
Pronunciation Practice (2) 
vowels supp p79 
Grammar R: R & G Ch2/p221-
227: Simple past for 
narrating/Simple present for 
explaining 
Used to and would 
Adverbial Clauses of Time 
 
MOE activities 
26.01.06 Thu T R Ch2 
Theme: IT 
Skill: Keeping a vocabulary log 
6NLOOV,GHQWLI\LQJDZULWHU¶VDXGLHnce & purpose 
Use of figurative language 
As: Review/Categorize voc learned in this week. Prepare for oral 
report 
 
27.01.06 Fri Internet Dilemma &Supp 
Reading: Cyberdating 
(supp p80-86) 
As: Listen/read and share 
 
Learning Journey 1 
Kampong Glam 
(Materials to be collected from OAB 
General Office) 
 
 
Table E.2: Schedule for Week 4 of the 2006 SM3 Course 
 
 
x Outside the Bridging Course in NUS 
 
Where did these students live and what did they do outside of the bridging course? Did 
they have any opportunity to interact with the larger community beyond their SM3 group 
and cohort, and their teachers? When they were on campus, the students would have 
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opportunities to interact with local and international students in the canteens, libraries, 
computer rooms, bookshops, and printshops. For their accommodation, the MOE had 
arranged for the scholars to be housed at a commercially-run hostel. Each weekday, 
chartered buses ferried the students to and from the hostel. It can be presumed that the 
students had to interact with the hostel staff. The weekends were unscheduled time so the 
students were free to explore places of interest in larger Singapore. Many of them did 
venture out of the hostel to have a taste of local life and they reported on these 
experiences in their learner diaries or shared these experiences with me informally. Some 
of these scholars also had contacts in Singapore, such as relatives, family friends, alumni 
from their former universities or high schools, etc., who had lived here for some time. 
7KURXJKWKHLUH[SORUDWLRQVDQGFRQWDFWVWKHVFKRODUV¶LQWHUDFWLRQZLWK6LQJDSRUHVRFLHW\
did expand beyond NUS and the hostel. 
 
 
 
 
